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Abstract 

Climate discourses during the past decades are characterized by scientific uncer-
tainties and related conflicts of interpretation. Times of conflict are times of social 
drama, as the anthropologist Victor Turner called ritual activities enacted in public 
ritual spaces. In this respect the paper suggests that an appropriate sociological 
interpretive analysis of current global climate change discourse requires a ritual as 
well as a narrative approach to climate change. The paper outlines three basic ar-
guments: According to the first argument the making of the international climate 
regime has to be conceptualized as a rite of passage. Following the second argu-
ment, we entered the liminal stage of the passage ritual of climate action in the 
1990s which empowered climate scientists to construct an anti-structural order in 
terms of an imagined global world risk community of climate change believers. 
This ritual stage is extremely delicate with reference to the public communication 
of uncertainties. With regard to uncertainties the third argument emphasizes that 
the IPCC, despite of scientific uncertainties, succeeded in preserving the institu-
tionalized climate regime´s core identity based on the idea of a global “communi-
tas” of climate change believers by installing rituals of evidence as well as by de-
veloping and refining a narrative grammar of confidence. 
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1 Introduction1 

The environmental discourses of the 
1970s and 1980s revealed not only that 
the current “nature” crisis is caused by 
unintended side-effects of human 
practices (Beck 1986). More impor-
tantly, they provided us with a new 
symbolic order by turning nature out 
there2 (as opposed to human societies) 
into a historical product (Beck 1986: 
107-108; Viehöver 2008). The anthro-
pogenic greenhouse effect seems a 
case in point showing that nature at 
present, even on a global scale, is defi-
nitely under human design (Schneider 
1989; Viehöver 1997). Global climate 
change made it apparent that mankind 
is now living in a world risk society 
(Beck 2007) in which, in spite of all 
scientific uncertainties (IPCC 2007), we 
need to think about what kinds of “so-
ciety” and “nature” future generations 
might or should live in.3 The question 
“How to create a Green Modernity?” 
has been raised on a global level (Beck 
2010). However, the related scientific, 
public, and political debates on factual 
knowledge as well as on normative 
questions concerning climate change 
and the corresponding societal re-
sponses have been highly controversial 
(Viehöver 1997; 2003b; Miller 2001; 
Hulme 2009). Debates are character-
ized by a strong conflict of interpreta-
tions (Ricœur 2005: 32, 2010) on how 
to understand, evaluate and respond 
to the challenges of the (predicted) 
climatic changes. To analyze how so-
cieties create new knowledge orders is 
the task of interpretive social sciences 
as Sheila Jasanoff (1996; 2010) 
claimed. Yet, to be able to do so, one 
                                                       
1 I am grateful to Stefan Boeschen, Peter 
Wehling, Ingo Schulz-Schaeffer and two 
anonymous STI reviewers for helpful com-
ments on an earlier version of this paper as 
well as to Sarah Kolvenbach for correcting 
the final draft.  
2 For the modern concepts of nature see 
Groh/Groh (1991) and Collingwood (2005). 
3 See the contributions in the Theory, Cul-
ture and Society Special Issue on Climate 
Change introduced by Szerszynski/Urry 
(2010) as well as Hulme (2009; 2010a; 
2010b). 

has to develop a valid theoretical 
frame of reference which goes beyond 
a linear model of scientific expertise 
(Beck 2010). Social and political sci-
ences so far explain the making of the 
international climate regime out of the 
“spirit of politics” (Beck 2009: 94ff.), as 
a result of ongoing international and 
transnational negotiations (Miller 
2001; Beck 2009: 127ff.) or related 
consent making activities (Adler/Haas 
1992; Haas 1992; Oberthür/Ott 2000). 
But as Beck (2009; 2010), Hulme 
(2009; 2010a) and Jasanoff (2010) have 
indicated, the climate change debate 
so far falls short of taking society, 
rather than merely politics, appropri-
ately into account. Hulme (2009) is 
right stating that climate change is a 
phenomenon which is reshaping the 
way societies think about humanity’s 
place on Earth; the point however is to 
show how the process of refiguring 
climate change works if not simply by 
means of arguing and bargaining at 
the crossroads of science and policy.  

Therefore, in the following paper I sug-
gest that an appropriate sociological 
interpretive analysis of current global 
climate change discourse requires a 
ritual as well as a narrative approach 
to climate change. Climate discourses 
during the past decades argue that we 
are living in a state of transition (Gupta 
2010). Since the blueprints of a future 
“Green Modernity” (Beck 2010) as well 
as factual knowledge on climate 
change are both highly controversial, a 
focus on ritual is a good starting point 
for a sociological perspective on cli-
mate action and the making of the 
international climate regime. Times of 
conflict are times of social drama, as 
the anthropologist Victor Turner (1969) 
once coined ritual activities. And social 
dramas are, as Durkheim has already 
told us, enacted in public ritual spaces. 
According to Whitehead (2004: 8), 
Turner believes that even modern so-
cieties refer to ritual processes 
“through which disputes develop and 
progress to some kind of resolution.” 
Taking this stance I propose to go one 
step beyond the analysis of climate 
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negotiation processes. I suggest view-
ing regime making activities, the truth 
games of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC), and related 
narrative discourses, as an ongoing 
creative and dynamic ritual process. 

This ritual process is fundamentally 
based on the anthropogenic global 
warming story. It forms the core iden-
tity of the regime of climate change 
believers. Keeping this in mind, and if 
we are inclined to follow the IPCC cli-
matologist’s discourse, the anthropo-
genic greenhouse story does not only 
offer hard cognitive facts, facts which 
demonstrate that global climate 
change has already or will have future 
serious un-intended impacts on envi-
ronment, human beings and society 
(IPCC 2007a; 2007b; 2007c; 2007d). 
More importantly, the global warming 
story is to be seen as a “way of world 
making” (Goodman 1978) which pro-
vides societies with a powerful narra-
tive on global change. A narrative, as 
the result of collective sense-making-
activities, configures a meaningful 
“composition“4 of events, causes, con-
sequences, geopolitical spaces, time 
scales, attributions of responsibilities 
as well as an emerging environmental 
ethos (Ricœur 2007). Based on the 
global warming story during the past 
decades the boundaries between na-
ture and society, science and society 
have shifted, and the self-
understanding of modern (pluralist) 
societies and their interrelations have 
been reconfigured (Viehöver 2003a). In 
short, the global warming narrative not 
only opened up new fields of experi-
ence, but it provided – in terms of sce-
narios and related actions – also new 
horizons of expectancies.5 The bearer 
of these framing activities and respec-
tive truth games has been an active 

                                                       

IPCC. 

4 See Ricœur (1991a: 463ff.; 2007) for the 
concepts of narrative, narrativization and 
the act of plotting. For an application to the 
problem of climate change see Viehöver 
(1997; 2003a; 2003b).  
5 Concerning the status of these two his-
torical meta-categories, see Koselleck 
(1996: 349-375). 

scientific epistemic community, and 
above all the 

However, politicizing a global envi-
ronmental crisis by means of narrative 
in terms of a coming climate catastro-
phe and re-framing the earth climate 
as a global common good (Heritier 
2002) to be protected by concerted 
global climate action (Viehöver 1997; 
2003b) is only the first step in the rit-
ual process as a sense making activity. 
It does not show how the “possible 
worlds” (Ricoeur) narrated by climate 
scientists could become transformative 
for human behavior and attitudes, 
given the fact that we “disagree about 
climate change” (Hulme 2009). Explor-
ing the question of how to govern the 
global common good climate ade-
quately, by establishing a climate re-
gime under conditions of uncertainty 
is an even more puzzling question.  

To answer this latter issue in a socio-
logical perspective, the following paper 
outlines three basic arguments: My 
first argument conceptualizes the mak-
ing of the international climate regime 
as a ritual process. Second, I will show 
that in the 1990s we entered a new 
stage of climate action, which is 
probably the most interesting, because 
it allowed climate scientists to con-
struct an anti-structure in terms of an 
imagined global world risk community 
of climate change believers. Third, it 
will be emphasized that the success of 
the international climate regime’s anti-
structure is achieved by installing ritu-
als of evidence as well as by developing 
and refining a narrative grammar of 
confidence. 

The following chapter 2 briefly outlines 
a narrative and ritual approach to re-
gime building under conditions of un-
certainty. Chapter 3 raises some hy-
pothesis concerning ritualized truth 
games enacted in the emerging global 
public space. Subsequently the paper 
shows how the social and environ-
mental drama of global climate change 
has institutionalized a core identity of 
the climate regime by means of a nar-
rative on anthropogenic global warm-
ing (chapter 4). As chapter 5 shows, 
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over the course of its 20 years history, 
the climate regime’s IPCC has devel-
oped some important institutional 
skills and strategies, that have enabled 
it to a.) render complex, ambiguous 
and uncertain knowledge communica-
ble towards a large audience of lay-
people and professional policymakers, 
b.) to cope proactively with the prob-
lems of scientific uncertainties, igno-
rance and unintended consequences of 
climate action c) and last but not least 
to keep its core narrative on anthropo-
genic global warming alive by ritualiz-
ing a new global symbolic order and its 
“communitas” of global warming be-
lievers. 

2 A theoretical frame of reference: 
ritual processes and narrative re-
figurations of climate change 

The IPCC, although being constantly 
under massive attack by climate skep-
tics (McCright/Dunlap 2000; 2003; 
2010), is undoubtedly the legitimate 
institutional body governing society’s 
experience of climate change and re-
lated risks perception. Up to these days 
the IPCC is the janitor of climate re-
lated truth games. According to it’s 
self-perception, the IPCC speaks truth 
to political power by means of regular 
assessment reports. In this respect, the 
IPCC recently has been criticized for 
still promoting an outdated policy con-
cept based on a linear model of exper-
tise (Beck 2009; 2010). Climate sci-
ences have even been blamed to de-
tach factual knowledge from social 
meaning (Jasanoff 2010: 233ff.). This 
raises the question how the IPCC at 
the core of the transnational climate 
regime matters if not by way of a linear 
expertise. Clark A. Miller (2001; see 
also Jasanoff 2001) focuses on the co-
evolution of ideas and institutional 
order. He criticizes the assumption 
prevalent in political science and po-
litical sociology regarding the relation 
between knowledge and political insti-
tutions. He argues against the theo-
retical narrative according to which 
institutions, policy networks and 
transnational regimes emerge around 

shared factual knowledge. According 
to this concept of cognitive conver-
gence, the constitution of consensus 
precedes the institutionalization of 
transnational or international regimes 
in the environmental policy domain 
(Haas 1992). Miller’s (2001) own 
pragmatist view on the other hand 
points to the social interactions and 
related practices that allow for com-
munity building, the adoption of 
shared causal models as well as the 
social constitution of new moral or-
ders. In this regard he emphasizes that 
we need to ask how and why certain 
ideas gain credibility (Miller 2001: 
149). Miller stresses the fact that 
knowledge, the social norms, concepts 
of global society need to be constantly 
“renegotiated in specific institutional 
contexts” (Miller 2001: 249-259). I 
think, Miller (2001) is entirely right, 
stating that the emerging climate re-
gime has become operative even with-
out scientific consensus. Moreover, it 
has even been debated what consen-
sus means (Edwards/Schneider 2001). 
In fact, it is the ongoing discursive 
deconstructions and constructions of 
certainty which makes the IPCC an 
interesting object of social scientific 
analysis. It is not by chance that the 
communication of certainty became a 
focal point of the 4th assessment report 
(IPCC 2007a; 2007b; 2007c). Although I 
fully agree with Miller’s critique on the 
consensus model of policy advice, 
Miller’s own negotiation model has left 
some puzzling questions to be unrav-
eled.  

First, how can the negotiation model 
appropriately address the logic of dis-
course? While it seems to be based on 
a concept of intentional speech act, it 
tends to underestimate the fact that 
complex discursive acts are structuring 
as well as structured events which are 
never fully reflected by negotiating 
agents. 

Second, given that negotiation proc-
esses never take place in a discursive 
vacuum, but are always embedded in 
given and often competing (scientific) 
cultures, it hence needs to be shown, 
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how and when a (scientific) narrative is 
able to transform taken-for-granted 
knowledge (e.g. about the Earth’s at-
mospheric system). The pragmatist 
approach hardly specifies the creative 
processes required for transforming a 
given symbolic order within negotiat-
ing processes nor does it indicate the 
cultural barriers to achieve a corre-
sponding shift in symbolic orders (see 
Viehöver 2003a). 

2.1 A narrative approach to regime 
building under conditions of uncer-
tainty 

My paper applies a narrative approach 
to the problem of institutional consti-
tution and legitimation under uncer-
tainty. I argue that (bio-physical) oc-
currences are related to synthesizing 
discursive acts of narrating, I follow 
Ricœur (1991b: 463ff.), who empha-
sizes that societies possess (fluid) 
symbolic codes, whose structures are 
best understood in terms of narrative 
(opus operatum) and narrativization 
(modus operandi) as principal human 
“ways of world making” (Goodman 
1978). A narrative composition by 
making use of the inventive power of 
language, helps us for example to con-
figure new modes of plotting, decon-
structing taken-for-granted world 
views as well as creating (new) possi-
ble worlds and related horizons of 
expectancies (Ricœur 1991b; for an 
application see Viehöver 1997). In the 
light of a narrative approach, climate 
scenarios can be seen as concepts of 
possible worlds, worlds we want to live 
in or future generations might be 
forced to live in (e.g. the green house 
warming scenarios). These worlds 
might be utopian (greenhouse paradise 
story) as well as dystopian construc-
tions (the runaway greenhouse sce-
nario for example). Hence climate nar-
ratives recounted by (IPCC’s) scientists 
provide us with climate related cogni-
tive concepts: They teach us what cli-
mate is and how it “works”. However, 
the (climate) narratives cannot be re-
duced to mere cognitive social order. A 
narrative order comprises socio-
cognitive concepts as well as an ethical 

and moral framework, but it even goes 
beyond, in as much as narratives con-
stitute the societies’ socio-political 
imaginaries including its horizons of 
expectations (Ricœur 1991b: 475ff.). 
They translate single occurrences into 
a complex story; they provide a dra-
matic plot and organize forms of hu-
man time and space (see Ricœur 2007). 
The global warming story is such a 
consequential institutional narrative, 
retelling the (natural) history of our 
planet earth, based on a dramatic nar-
rative plot (Viehöver 2003b). By telling 
the anthropogenic global warming 
story, the increasing epistemic com-
munity of “global warming believers” 
during the past 20 years of institu-
tional history has opened up new hori-
zons of possible worlds to come (vgl. 
Rahmstorf/Schellnhuber 2006: 46ff.). 
Changes in the conception of global 
climate change as well as the emerging 
climate regime’s institutional moral 
order thus have to do with the narra-
tive act of plotting (Viehöver 2003b). 
The results of the discursive acts of 
refiguring the planet’s climate in the 
past decades became manifest in the 
different assessment reports. More-
over, in a condensed form the core 
beliefs on climate change have been 
institutionalized in the 1992 United 
Nations Framework Convention of 
Climate Change (UN FCCC) and the 
Kyoto protocol. The narrative act of 
plotting is a synthesis in at least three 
major respects (Ricœur 1991c: 426ff.):  

First, the plotting activity synthesizes 
the multitude of incidents or occur-
rences into a story. Thus every incident 
selected by the narrative discourse, be 
it the outburst of a volcano, changes in 
solar activities, an extreme weather 
event or political events, contributes to 
the progress of the (climate change) 
story. 

Second, the act of plotting provides a 
temporal [and spatial order; W.V.] or-
der. The narrative plot transforms 
mere temporal succession into a con-
figured human time, which gives a 
story its specific sense by integration, 
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culmination etc. (see also Jasanoff 
2010). 

Third, the plot provides a matrix (ac-
tants, modes of action, relations, con-
flicts, composes causalities etc.) for the 
story by unifying “components as 
widely divergent as circumstances en-
countered while unsought agents of 
action and those who passively un-
dergo them, accidental confrontations 
or expected ones, interactions which 
place the actors in relation ranging 
from conflict to cooperation, means 
that are well-attuned to end or less so, 
and, finally, results that were not 
willed.” (Ricœur 1991c: 426) As I am 
going to point out in chapter 5, the 
matrix also includes “narratives 
grammars” which structure the com-
munication with lay people. What I 
shall call a narrative grammar of confi-
dence is one such grammatical tool, 
which allows for a better communica-
tion of experts’ knowledge to non-
expert audience. Climate change nar-
ratives and the institutional success of 
the global warming story is only one 
element of the climate regime’s suc-
cess story. To understand how the 
climate regime coped with scientific 
uncertainty a change of perspective is 
demanded. Usually the making of the 
climate regime is explained out of the 
spirit of politics and related negotiated 
orders. I propose a new sociological 
vantage point conceiving the regime 
and the IPCC’s truth games in terms of 
a ritual process. The climate regime 
represents a rite of passage, a ritual 
process which on the one hand gov-
erns societies in transition and on the 
other hand constitutes a medium for 
carrying out conflicts.  

2.2 Ritual processes in societies in 
transition 

Rituals are frequently considered to be 
the social glue of societies, performed 
to maintain a pre-existing social order. 
In this respect rituals and related sym-
bols, myths or narratives appear to be 
mere representations of a given social 
structure. Several authors stress, how-
ever, that rituals are processes rather 
than being states. In the Durkheimian 

vein rituals are the medium to endow a 
sense of community. Rituals among 
participants generate affective com-
mitment among societies’ members, by 
making reference to sacred objects, 
collective symbols and myth (see for 
example Krieger/Belliger 1998). Rituals 
moreover confirm the boundaries of an 
existing community of believers and 
thus reproduce common categories as 
pillars of social order. Even Mary 
Douglas’ (1970) writings on “natural 
symbols” and “purity and danger” fo-
cus on such integrative rituals in dif-
ferent social contexts. Different from 
the British structuralism, which under-
lines the integrative function of ritual 
processes, French structuralism treats 
rituals as ritual speech. In this sense 
rituals, if conceived as repeated speech 
acts, become narrative orders. Accord-
ing to Lévi-Strauss a ritual is com-
posed of gestures, uttered words and 
performed objects, whereby gestures 
and objects are substitutes for words 
or complex narratives. Narratives and 
ritual texts are considered as expres-
sion of minds. Related analyses hence 
focus on the binary classificatory sys-
tems present in ritual expressions and 
respective narratives (mythologies). 
Thus divisions like nature/society, 
north/south, present/future, global/lo-
cal as elements of the global warming 
story (see for example Viehöver 2003; 
Hulme 2010a) would be such binary 
oppositions of major interest for ritual 
analysis. Among others, they form 
categorical pillars for concepts like 
time, space, polity and community.6 

                                                       
6 Although Jasanoff (2010: 233ff.) stresses 
the importance of those categories for 
current climate debate she underestimates 
the importance of science based climate 
change narratives, by claiming that scien-
tific assessments have “detached knowl-
edge from meaning”. On the contrary it 
was climate science (and not social sci-
ences) that provided a meaningful refigura-
tion of sublunar space, framed the time 
spans for a coming dangerous anthropo-
genic warming effect, called for urgent 
international climate policy and the need 
for a new world order based on the (pre-
sumably idealistic) concept of a global 
community.  
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The different symbols and binary op-
positions of ritual speeches according 
to French structuralism can only be 
fully comprehended if put in relation to 
another. In other words, one has to 
reconstruct the narrative in order to 
appropriately locate its underlying 
structure of binary opposition (Ricœur 
2007; Viehöver 2003a; 2003b). The 
French Post-Durkheimian approach, 
however, remains too narrow because 
it is basically a cognitive approach. It 
insinuates that narratives and symbols 
in narrative contexts are ‘good to 
think’, to paraphrase Lévi-Strauss. 

Whereas French structuralism treats 
rituals as symbolic speech and sheds 
light on textual classification systems 
and their binary oppositions, Victor 
Turner was interested in what the rit-
ual dramas really do and how actors 
handle symbols during ritual proc-
esses. Thereby Turner emphasizes a 
strong relationship between symbols – 
narratives as I would prefer to say – 
and the ritual process (Turner 1969). 
Turner points out that symbols are not 
simply words, gestures and symbolic 
objects which are good to think, such 
as is the CO2-Molecule as a sacrum of 
the climate discourse. Rather rituals 
bear also qualities of efficacy. Mathieu 
Deflem (1991) summarizes Turner’s 
concept as follows: 

“Symbols are ‘good to manipulate’ and the 
handling of symbols ’works’, because they 
are not just reflections of cognitive classifi-
cations, but also ‘a set of evocative devices 
for rousing, channeling, and domesticating 
powerful emotions’ (Turner 1969).”  

Hence Turner’s perspective is interest-
ing for our analytical purposes in vari-
ous respects: First it allows to combine 
the different strands of ritual analysis, 
keeping in mind that rituals are neither 
limited to ‘cold societies’ (i.e. societies 
without history), as Lévy-Strauss be-
lieved, nor are they static. Rituals are 
processes! Second, ritual processes are 
performances of cognitive as well as 
moral orders. A ritual involves, on the 
one hand a cognitive statement ver-
bally uttered, on the other hand they 
develop a behavioral ethos. Third, rit-
ual performances imply also elements 

of affective commitment, as the classic 
Durkheimian view assumes. Finally, 
Turner focuses not only on the sym-
bolic interrelations within ritual texts, 
but on the efficacy of ritual symbols 
and performances. 

What makes Turner’s ritual analysis 
exceptional is the fact that he depicts 
them as rites of passage. He looks at 
them not as representations of a given 
social structure order but as eminent 
events in societies of transition. Rituals 
are means to broach the issue of cli-
mate change, to perform and mitigate 
or even resolve conflicts. Moreover, 
one could emphasize that rites of pas-
sage are the medium by which socie-
ties perform periods of transition, by 
developing three distinct stages of 
transition (separation, liminal stage, 
aggregation). The most important 
stage within the ritual process is the 
liminal phase, because within this pe-
riod an anti-structural order is per-
formed as well as a sense of communi-
tas created. This is the point, I think, 
which makes ritual analysis a very in-
teresting perspective on the interna-
tional climate regime and the IPCC’s 
truth games. 

3 Coping with scientific uncertain-
ties and ambiguities: the role of 
rituals and narratives – some hy-
potheses 

How does the transnational climate 
regime cope with scientific uncertain-
ties and ambiguities? New institutional 
theories generally view institutions as 
means for reducing uncertainties 
(March/Olsen 1989; Powell/DiMaggio 
1991). The climate regime, however, 
concerning this matter remains a puz-
zling case. First, the making of the 
international climate regime can nei-
ther be explained by a given preference 
structure nor by existing systems of 
appropriate governance. Rather it 
needs to be shown, how a new logic of 
institutional appropriateness has been 
configured and subsequently stabilized 
despite of ongoing debates on scien-
tific uncertainties. Second, the case of 
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the climate regime reveals the limits of 
the linear model of scientific expertise. 
However, although the IPCC is the core 
organization for collecting, assessing 
and advocating scientific advice within 
the climate regime, it has not been the 
harmonizing force it was expected to 
be (Miller 2001; Hulme 2009). Rather 
scientific uncertainties remained to be 
a major topic of public and political 
debate up to the present. Third, al-
though one could consider the estab-
lishment of the climate regime as well 
as the subsequent negotiation of the 
Kyoto-protocol as a successful institu-
tionalization of environmental policy 
(Oberthür/Ott 2000), it seems to be 
crisis ridden since the beginning of the 
1990s. How then were the IPCC’s sci-
entific representations of the climate 
systems able to gain amazing persua-
sive power and stability? I think that 
the societal role of IPCC could be bet-
ter comprehended, if we take it not so 
much as a hybrid organization acting 
at the crossroads of science and soci-
ety (Beck 2009) but as a ritual body 
processing expertise in front of an 
emerging global public space. The pa-
per hence provides a new vantage 
point for deliberating on the legitimacy 
of the climate regime, showing how 
legitimation under conditions of con-
tinuous scientific uncertainty works in 
terms of a ritual drama. A drama, 
within which the emerging world risk 
society resituates given concepts of 
nature and culture. With respect to this 
I want to develop three arguments.  

(1) My first argument suggests to con-
ceptualize the constitution of the in-
ternational climate regime as a ritual 
process, a process which can be de-
scribed as a central part of a still ongo-
ing rite of passage (van Gennep 1960; 
Turner 1969). Rites of passage are 
processes of symbolic action which 
can be divided into three main stages: 
first a phase of separation, second the 
liminal phase where the state of the 
ritual subject is highly ambiguous and 
a third post-liminal stage of re-
aggregation (i.e. a new stable state of 
social order). Ritual orders are tightly 

related to narrative orders. In this re-
spect the making and the public diffu-
sion of the global warming story until 
the late 1980s has been the major rit-
ual effort during the phase of separa-
tion (1970-1990). The narrative on a 
coming anthropogenic climate change 
has been the symbolic vehicle to put 
into question industrial societies’ goals 
and values as well as their dominant 
concept of nature. Trace gases, above 
all the CO2 molecule became the core 
symbolic objects not only to reflect on 
the dominant nature/society dualism, 
to deliberate on climate pasts/futures 
or on global/local climate spaces and 
time spans (Beck 2007; Viehöver 2008; 
Hulme 2010a). Integrated into the plot 
of the global warming story, they have 
also been the ritual tool of scientific 
epistemic communities to mobilize 
climate action (Viehöver 1997; 2003b; 
Weart 2008). Thus global climate 
change narratives and their main sym-
bolic objects (e.g. trace gases) are not 
only good to provide a new cognitive 
and moral order, but an evocative de-
vice for “rousing, channeling, and do-
mesticating powerful emotions” in 
order to mobilize collective action (De-
flem 1991: 11). Stories can create soli-
darities!  

(2) In the 1990s we entered a new 
stage of climate action, which could be 
described as the liminal stage of a pas-
sage ritual. What I want to show, is 
that during this liminal stage, which 
currently might still be going on, socie-
ties, their individuals as well as nature 
got an ambivalent and inter-structural 
status; they became betwixt and be-
tween (Turner 1964). The focus of in-
terest in this stage shifts from merely 
politicizing nature’s crisis to problems 
of how to appropriately govern the 
emerging global community and the 
newborn global common good “cli-
mate”. This ritual stage is first charac-
terized by high degrees of scientific 
uncertainty and ambiguity concerning 
the status of nature. The regime tries 
to cope with uncertainty by means of 
the IPCC’s assessment reports and the 
annual Conference of the Parties 
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(COP). Second, the phase is also char-
acterized by the collective activities of 
deconstructing and refiguring the fa-
miliar belief systems – based on the 
idea of a sustainable development – 
and related classificatory categories 
(culture/society; past/present/future; 
global/local; science/public). In order 
to create the outline of a new moral 
world order, the climate regime 
needed to institutionalize its basic 
creed, i.e. the belief in an anthropo-
genic global climate change (UN FCCC 
1992) as well as a program for com-
mon climate action (Kyoto Protocol 
1997). In this respect one could say 
that the making of the global climate 
regime has contributed to the emer-
gence of an anti-structural ethos for 
sustainable development (UN FCCC 
1992) which has become a keystone in 
transnational environmental policy 
making (Breitmeier 1996; Oberthür/Ott 
2000).  

There is, however, another important 
characteristic of the climate regime 
and its activities and this is the point 
where the notion of society comes into 
the ritual play. Through the lens of 
Turner’s theory of ritual processes, the 
social drama creates a space of a so-
cial “world in becoming” (Turner 1974: 
24).7 In this respect the climate regime 
has to been seen as a ritual effort to 
create a new global “community” or 
better, as Turner calls it: communitas.8 
Communitas denotes a kind of emer-
gent comradeship among the liminal 
personae – be it individuals, organiza-
tions or nation states. The creation of 
a global communitas as opposed to the 
challenged order of (egoistic) nation 

                                                       
7 Beck (2010) and Hulme (2010a) seem to 
see the emerging world community gulf in 
the realization of a new cosmopolitan idea.  
8 It is hardly enough to speak about a com-
ing cosmopolitan world order as do Beck 
(2007; 2010) and Hulme (2010a). From a 
sociological point of analysis it rather is to 
show how such a world community could 
come about. The ritual approach is to ex-
plain the making of a global communitas as 
a precondition for a possible cosmopolitan 
word order based on principles of a sus-
tainable development.  

states is, however, the very problem of 
this ritual stage. It has to relate the 
new cognitive beliefs (i.e. the human 
fingerprint) and the new ethos of the 
world risk society (sustainable devel-
opment) to the idea of an imagined 
world community. This has turned out 
to be a difficult task, and this brings 
me to my third and last argument.  

(3) The climate regime, since the early 
1990s, besides internal institutional 
self-critique, continuously has to cope 
with public discourses on scientific 
uncertainties and ambiguities related 
to global climate change (see, among 
many others SV GUA 2003; 
McCright/Dunlap 2000; 2003; 2010). As 
a consequence it has been perma-
nently afflicted by institutional crises, 
without, however, harming its institu-
tional core belief on anthropogenic 
global warming. On the one hand the 
climate regime currently recollects its 
institutional memory as a success 
story (Pachauri 2009a). On the other 
hand, while negotiating the Kyoto pro-
tocol pursuant in the run-up to the 
Copenhagen Conference, it was again 
forced to call for further urgent action, 
because the institutional goals of the 
UN FCCC (1992) still cannot be appro-
priately achieved in following current 
climate policies (Pachauri 2009b). 
Hence, the puzzling question to be 
examined is: How are these two oppo-
site and apparently contradictory as-
sessments, “success” and “failure”, 
mediated or reconciled by ritual cli-
mate action in front of a global public 
space? Even though the scientific basis 
of the climate regime has been con-
tinuously challenged by climate skep-
tics the IPCC remained the main ritual 
watchdog of this ritual stage. This begs 
the question on why the IPCC re-
mained the legitimate authority to rep-
resent the object climate, notwith-
standing the IPCC had serious prob-
lems to render truth claims communi-
cable to public and policy makers 
(Bray/von Storch 1999; Weingart 2001). 
In this regard my third argument em-
phasizes that the climate regime suc-
ceeds preserving its institutionalized 
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core identity based on the idea of 
global “communitas” by installing ritu-
als of evidence and by developing and 
continuously refining a narrative 
grammar of confidence. Organizing 
rituals of evidence means to ritualize 
truth games in the public space. 
Whether these developments are suffi-
cient to keep alive the imagined com-
munity of climate change believers in 
the future remains an open empirical 
question. 

4 Refiguring and ritualizing the 
symbolic order of global climate 
change  

4.1 The global warming narrative and 
the configuration of new boundaries 
between Nature and Society 

To look at climate action in a ritual 
perspective first requires depicting the 
three stages of a passage rite. To put it 
in a nutshell, the period of agenda 
building from the 1970s to 1990s can 
be characterized as the ritual stage of 
separation. Since the constitution of 
the IPCC and the subsequent making 
of the climate regime FCCC the ritual 
process has entered the liminal stage, 
“when the state of the ritual subject is 
ambiguous” (Deflem 1991: 8). I think 
we have not yet fully entered the post-
liminal period within which societies 
acquired a new stable state; but I will 
briefly take up this argument in the 
concluding remarks. The following 
section thus mainly focuses on the 
middle liminal phase of the rite of pas-
sage, which is, as some scholars seem 
to believe, accompanying national so-
cieties on their way to a cosmopolitical 
order of a greening world risk society 
(Beck 2007). Rites of passage start with 
the preliminal stage of separation. 
Thus we need to identify an exegetical 
ritual actor who is able to herald a 
state of “crisis”, which denotes a 
breach within the normal process of 
societal reproduction. I maintain that 
this has been done by means of the 
global warming narrative, keeping in 
mind that the narrativization of (natu-
ral) events on the one hand constitutes 

a new cognitive, moral and symbolic 
order. Telling a story is a sense making 
activity a way of world making. On the 
other hand the act of telling a story on 
global climate change is itself a com-
plex speech act directed to a public 
audience (Ricœur 2004: 209). In this 
pragmatic sense, narrating is inviting 
public as well as policy makers to act. 
Hence storytelling rather than negoti-
ating has been the beginning of the 
regime building process. The narrative 
evokes a coming climate catastrophe 
caused by anthropogenic action and 
the lifestyle of Western cultures (Vie-
höver 2003b). This narrative configures 
the climate catastrophe on a discursive 
level as a possible turning point in 
(Western) industrial societies. Trace 
gases, above all the CO2 molecules 
became the sacra of the global warm-
ing story and in this sense they were 
good to think. 

The global warming story has been the 
result of collective sense making ac-
tivities of a growing discourse coali-
tion of global climate change believers 
(Viehöver 1997). The global warming 
story presents not only a sharp critique 
of western lifestyles and points to the 
increasing scarcity of natural re-
sources. Moreover the science based 
collective narrative on a coming cli-
mate catastrophe institutionalized in 
the FCCC in the early 1990s also de-
veloped a new sense of institutional 
appropriateness for governing envi-
ronmental problems as well as it pro-
poses a concept of an emerging world 
community. A new sense of commu-
nity, however, cannot be provided by 
an overarching global warming narra-
tive alone. What is needed is a ritual 
drama in order to create a new anti-
structural order.  

As I have outlined elsewhere (Viehöver 
1997), one can in fact identify a grow-
ing epistemic community of global 
warming believers, which in the 1970s 
and 1980s developed a powerful narra-
tive on anthropogenic global climate 
change. The climate change narrative 
provides with a new conception of the 
planet Earth. It developed models of 
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climate systems and climatic change. 
Furthermore it began historicizing the 
concept of climate and climate change. 
And finally it identified mankind as the 
new driving force of global climate 
change and its unintended side effects. 
It furthermore accented societies with 
new concepts of time and space and it 
blamed mankind for being the cause of 
a coming environmental and societal 
crisis. One has to underscore that the 
stage of separation has to be seen 
largely as a ritual play which took 
place in an emerging global public 
space. The global warming story thus 
has to be seen as the founding narra-
tive of what U. Beck has called the 
world risk society. One could say that 
with the constitution of the climate 
regime the new and politicized sym-
bolic, cognitive and moral conception 
of the atmospheric spaces and related 
climate systems became institutional-
ized.  

With the foundation of the IPCC (in 
1988) and the making of the climate 
regime we entered the liminal stage of 
the ritual process. It has to be accen-
tuated that this anti-structural order 
has not been a commonly shared 
knowledge order concerning the 
causes and effects on global tempera-
ture rise. On the contrary, not only the 
global warming epistemic community 
itself conceded in its intermedium re-
port, the first assessment and the 1992 
supplementary report major scientific 
uncertainties and disagreements. 
Moreover, especially in the US, we find 
a rather strong oppositional epistemic 
community based on a media and sci-
ence fiction narrative, which during 
the 1990s had been highly successful 
in deconstructing major claims of the 
global warming discourse coalition 
(McCright/Dunlap 2000; 2003). Con-
sensus thus has not been a precondi-
tion for regime building, if at all it has 
been manufactured within this process 
(Miller 2001). Thus constructing and 
deconstructing certainties has been a 
central part of the discursive struggles 
between opposing epistemic commu-
nities. The debate on uncertainties has 

been heavily amplified by the mass 
media (Edwards/Schneider 2001). The 
communication of and the treatment 
of uncertainties in front of a growing 
public and public audience has been a 
major task of the IPCC at the core of 
the transnational climate regime since 
its constitutive period. Staging truth 
games in front of an emerging public 
space cannot be done by mere factual 
knowledge coined in scientific lan-
guage games. This made the ritual 
process of climate related truth games 
an even more complex task: First sci-
entific knowledge had to be translated 
for non-expert readers. Second be-
cause the IPCC’s expertise has been 
permanently put into question by cli-
mate skeptics, communicating uncer-
tainties became a focal point of the 
IPCC’s activities. I maintain that by 
means of the global warming narrative 
the emerging climate regime has been 
able to cope with uncertainties and 
categorical ambiguities, or to put it in 
Ricœur’s words, to compose and re-
compose dissonant events to a conso-
nant, comprehensible and credible 
narrative. How does this work? 

Turner’s concept of liminality contains 
three components of communication: 
first the communication of sacra, sec-
ond the deconstruction or refiguration 
of familiar beliefs and cultural configu-
rations, third the simplification of the 
social structure, i.e. order is substi-
tuted by the concept of communitas.  

Concerning the communication of sa-
cra trace gases as symbols of evil have 
gained the status of sacred objects of 
communicating global risks. Another 
sacrum woven into the global warming 
story is the identification of the human 
fingerprint. In this respect the most 
outstanding step in this still ongoing 
process of narrativizing climate change 
has been the institutionalization of the 
climate change story in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UN FCCC 1992) stat-
ing that the parties to the convention 
acknowledge:  

“that the change in the Earth’s climate and 
its adverse effects are a common concern 
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of humankind, Concerned that human ac-
tivities have been substantially increasing 
the atmospheric concentrations of green-
house gases, that these increases enhance 
the natural greenhouse effect, and that this 
will result on average in an additional 
warming of the Earth’s surface and atmos-
phere and may adversely affect natural 
ecosystems and humankind, Noting that 
the largest share of historical and current 
global emissions of greenhouse gases has 
originated in developed countries, that per 
capita emissions in developing countries 
are still relatively low and that the share of 
global emissions originating in developing 
countries will grow to meet their social and 
development needs of greenhouse gases” 
(UN FCCC 1992: 1).  

The UN FCCC in this context not only 
makes allusions to an imagined global 
community (humankind) to which cli-
mate change is a common concern, it 
also provides cognitive attributions of 
the causes of the assessed global 
warming process (UN FCCC 1992: 1; 
see also Art 1 Definition 2.). It attrib-
utes them to anthropogenic activities 
such as burning of fossil fuels, agricul-
ture and deforestation. What the UN 
FCCC climate change narrative funda-
mentally does is testifying and ac-
knowledging that the boundaries be-
tween nature and societies have been 
blurred by human activities. By recom-
posing the symbolic code of globaliz-
ing societies, the institutional climate 
change narrative underlines that the 
Earth’s climate could no longer be 
seen as just something out there. 
Rather it confirms that Descartes’ 
world is fallen. We need to conceive 
nature and the climatic system in spe-
cific as part of our own social history 
(see also Hulme 2009). The atmos-
pheric processes, if we follow the 
IPCC’s assessment reports I. (1990), II. 
(1996), III. (2001) and IV. (2007) be-
came a historical product. 

The global warming story is also a 
reconfiguration and interpretation of 
the changing biophysical world, which 
neither makes reference to tran-
scended beings that punished sinful 
human behavior, nor to nature which 
endangers societal progress. On the 
contrary it is mankind that uninten-
tionally has turned nature into a his-

torical product, a ‘historical fact’ which 
now “may adversely affect natural eco-
systems and humankind” (UN FCCC 
1992: 1). Although the framework con-
vention’s text makes already clear 
statements and attributions concern-
ing the directions and causes of and 
additional global climatic change, on 
the other hand it also frankly acknowl-
edges that there remain many uncer-
tainties. 

“Noting that there are many uncertainties 
in predictions of climate change, particu-
larly with regard to timing, magnitude and 
regional patterns thereof, Acknowledging 
that the global nature of climate change 
calls for the widest possible cooperation by 
all countries and their participation in an 
effective and appropriate international 
response, in accordance with their com-
mon but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities and their social and 
economic conditions” (UN FCCC 1992: 1). 

In this respect the climate change nar-
rative of the UN FCCC underlines the 
continuous needs for reevaluations 
and it hence empowers the IPCC’s role 
of scientific, technical and economic 
advice. Uncertainties are hence built 
into the UN FCCC as the core of the 
regime’s institutional narrative. 

“Conscious of the valuable analytical work 
being conducted by many States on climate 
change and of the important contributions 
of the World Meteorological Organization, 
the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme and other organs, organizations 
and bodies of the United Nations system, 
as well as other international and intergov-
ernmental bodies, to the exchange of re-
sults of scientific research and the coordi-
nation of research, Recognizing that steps 
required to understand and address cli-
mate change will be environmentally, so-
cially and economically most effective if 
they are based on relevant scientific, tech-
nical and economic considerations and 
continually re-evaluated in the light of new 
findings.” (UN FCCC 1992: 2) 

The text of the UN FCCC quoted above 
is interesting insofar as it calls for 
what I would like to call the ritualiza-
tion of evidence. The subsequent in-
stallation of the Conference of the Par-
ties can be seen as such an indicator 
for the ritualization of evidence. The 
regular publication of assessment re-
ports and the meetings of the different 
IPCC working groups can be taken as 
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further support to this argument. One 
should add, that the attribution of cli-
mate change made in the text, the par-
ties agreed upon in June 1992, was 
even more decisive than the first scien-
tific assessment report the convention 
rests upon (The Convention was rati-
fied and set into force in May 21. 
1994). The summary of the Working 
Group I report confirmed as “certain” 
that greenhouse gas emission, result-
ing from human activities, are increas-
ing the trace gas concentrations in the 
Earth’s atmosphere and it stressed that 
the global mean temperature increased 
by 0.3 – 0.6 degrees during the past 
century (i.e. 1890-1990). The story 
introduces new concepts of time 
(past/future), for example it underlined 
that an unequivocal detection of the 
anthropogenic global warming effect 
was supposed to be not likely for a 
decade or more. The 1992 supplemen-
tary report did not yet change this as-
sumption. Thus even after agreeing on 
the framework convention, cognitive 
uncertainties and boundary ambigui-
ties remained a major concern for sci-
entific, public and political debates and 
therefore an urging question for the 
legitimacy of the climate regime itself. 
The first clear IPCC attribution of an-
thropogenic causes of the contempo-
rary climate change has been pub-
lished only in the second Assessment 
report in 1996.  

“Our ability to quantify the human influ-
ence on global climate is currently limited 
because the expected signal is still emerg-
ing from the noise of natural variability, 
and because there are uncertainties in key 
factors. These include the magnitude and 
patterns of long-term natural variability 
and the time-evolving pattern of forcing by, 
and response to, changes in concentrations 
of greenhouse gases and aerosols, and 
land surface changes. Nevertheless, the 
balance of evidence suggests a discernible 
human influence on global climate.” 
(Houghton 1996: 5) 

Although the IPCC report – besides 
confirming further increasing trace gas 
concentration, progresses in distin-
guishing natural and anthropogenic 
causes of global warming, as well as 
improvements in modeling future cli-
mates (scenarios) – still admits uncer-

tainties, e.g. concerning a quantifica-
tion of anthropogenic influence on 
global climate, it emphasizes the exis-
tence of an discernible human influ-
ence for the first time. This statement 
again triggered a larger debate on the 
trustworthiness of climate science and 
the reliability of the IPCC peer review 
processes (Edwards/Schneider 2001). 
This debate in contrast did not prevent 
most of the member states of the FCCC 
to agree on a first binding agreement 
in order to meet the central objectives 
of the framework convention on the 
third conference of the parties in 1998.  

The 2001 third assessment report 
(SAR), according to the IPCC scientists 
brought further and stronger evidence 
for the human fingerprint in global 
climate change and it added new re-
lated space and time scales to the 
IPCC’s global warming narrative. But 
the ongoing debate forced the IPCC to 
make uncertainties a focal point of the 
4th assessment report. The further de-
bate concentrated not only on state-
ments concerning the estimates and 
ranges of past climate warming, but on 
ranges of future average surface tem-
perature increases (1.4-5.8 Celsius 
degrees over the period 1990-2100) or 
projected sea level rises (0.1-0.9 me-
ters in the 1990-2100 period) due to 
anthropogenic CO2 emissions. scenar-
ios – reaching from a pessimistic 
“business as usual” scenario to rather 
optimistic blueprints, which imply 
drastic reduction in trace gas emis-
sions – and related models moved to 
the center of the critical debate (possi-
ble world scenarios; see for example 
IPCC 2007a: 18).  

With the introduction of the different 
scenarios, the story of a global green-
house in the IPCC’s third (and fourth) 
assessment reports turned out to be 
what Ricœur (1991b) called a „bearer 
of possible worlds“. The global warm-
ing narrative got even more complex 
because it reconfigures now assump-
tions concerning occurrences in a cli-
mate past, assessments on the actual 
climates and its driving forces, and 
projections on future climates caused 
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by past, present and future human 
(and natural) activities. These plural 
horizons of expectation became rele-
vant for actual policy choices and of 
course for further debates on uncer-
tainty and ambiguity concerning the 
boundary situations described by the 
IPCC. On the one hand scenarios of the 
possible planetary decay have been 
introduced, on the other hand the sce-
narios are designed to model possible 
paths out of the impasse. Between the 
third and the fourth assessment report 
uncertainties became a cross cutting 
theme for the IPCC review and as-
sessment process as well as the public 
communication with potential users 
on the assessment’s results. One could 
say that uncertainty itself became a 
sacrum of the climate change stories.  

Manning/Petit (2003) proposed a clas-
sification of uncertainties concerning: 
1. incomplete and imperfect observa-
tions (scarcity of data, systematic or 
calibrating errors); 2. incomplete con-
ceptual framework (e.g. models which 
do not include all relevant processes); 
3. inaccurate prescriptions of known 
processes (requiring intermodal com-
parisons); 4. uncertainty due to prop-
erties of the concerned system (chaos 
is related to processes where future 
states of a system might be extremely 
sensitive to small changes in the initial 
conditions of a system or a given sys-
tem’s equilibrium); and 5. lack of pre-
dictability (e.g. concerning rates of 
climate related technological inven-
tions and innovations. 

Most of those questions of uncertainty 
and ambiguity have been addressed 
and further developed by the synthesis 
and evaluations of the IPCC’s 4th as-
sessment report and its summaries for 
policy makers. This recognition and 
discussion of uncertainties point to the 
fact that climate related knowledge 
has to undergo complex processing of 
uncertainty, ignorance and ambiguity 
(Wehling/Viehöver/Keller 2005: 149ff.). 
The physical basis of the changing 
understanding of the global climate 
change has been repetitively described 
in the publications of the Working 

Group I of the Fourth Assessment Re-
port of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change published in 1990 
(FAR), 1996 (SAR), 2001 (TAR), 2007 
(4AR), this again shows that evidence 
is ritualized by the IPCC. But, as stated 
above, the global warming narrative 
offers more than a new cognitive order 
to gain credibility. 

4.2 A new moral of global affairs: the 
climate regime’s creed 

The second component of liminality 
according to Turner is the deconstruc-
tion and reconfiguration of familiar 
cultural belief. In this respect the 
global warming story recounted by 
IPCC’s scientists and institutionalized 
in terms of the UN FCCC is much more 
than a simple cognitive reinvention of 
the sublunar space (Viehöver 1997). It 
reflects the given basic values and 
suggests a new anti-structural order in 
terms of the idea of a sustainable de-
velopment. Beginning in the early 
1990s, the emerging climate regime 
succeeded in establishing a specific 
creed, i.e. that man is responsible in 
triggering off a process of global 
warming with negative impacts on 
nature as well as on societies, indi-
viduals. But the “ultimate objective” of 
the Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (Art. 2) is the „stabilisation of 
greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere at a level that would pre-
vent dangerous anthropogenic inter-
ference with the Climate” (UN FCCC 
9.5.1992). Thus the climate regime has 
been designed to establish a new ethos 
of global affairs (see also Miller 2001: 
247ff.) in order to prevent dangerous 
interferences between human practices 
and the climate system and related 
biota (UN FCCC 1992: 4 Article 2 Ob-
jective). Moreover, it moved towards 
the establishment of legally binding 
agreements on how the international 
community could and should meet the 
Conventions objectives.  

“The ultimate objective of this Convention 
and any related legal instruments that the 
Conference of the Parties may adopt is to 
achieve, in accordance with the relevant 
provisions of the Convention, stabilization 
of greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
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atmosphere at a level that would prevent 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with 
the climate system. Such a level should be 
achieved within a time frame sufficient to 
allow ecosystems to adapt naturally to 
climate change, to ensure that food pro-
duction is not threatened and to enable 
economic development to proceed in a 
sustainable manner.” (UN FCCC 1992: 4 
Article 2; Objective) 

The definition of what the prevention 
of dangerous anthropogenic interfer-
ences means, makes clear attributions 
with regard to the meaning of adverse 
effects and the causes of the global 
climate change. 

“(1)’Adverse effects of climate change’ 
means changes in the physical environ-
ment or biota resulting from climate 
change which have significant deleterious 
effects on the composition resilience or 
productivity of natural and managed eco-
systems or on the operation of socio-
economic systems or on human health and 
welfare. (2) ‘Climate Change’ means a 
change of climate which is attributed di-
rectly or indirectly to human activity that 
alters the composition of the global atmos-
phere and which is in addition to natural 
climate variability observed over compara-
ble time periods.” (UN FCCC 1992: 3 Article 
1; Definitions)  

The adoption of the rather hybrid con-
cept of a sustainable development is 
what could be called the core ethical 
creed of the Convention’s ethos. In this 
sense the UN FCCC (1992: Art. 3) insti-
tutionalizes a new anti-structural or-
der, the idea of a sustainable develop-
ment. 

“(4.) The Parties have the right to, and 
should, promote sustainable development. 
Policies and measures to protect the cli-
mate system against human-induced 
change should be appropriate for the spe-
cific conditions of each Party and should be 
integrated with national development pro-
grams, taking into account that economic 
development is essential for adopting 
measures to address climate change.” (UN 
FCCC 1992: 5, article 3; principles) 

The planet’s atmospheric system, as 
another ritual sacrum, was now con-
sidered a global common good to be 
protected by the conditioned, coordi-
nated and cooperative actions of the 
parties. The conception of the climate 
system as a common good to be pro-
tected can be seen as a sacrum of the 

anti-structural normative order. This 
brings us to a third component of limi-
nality, the simplification of social 
structure within the ritual stage of 
liminality. Turner claims that within 
ritual processes a sense of communitas 
is invented. The idea of communitas is 
opposed to the real complex social 
structure (i.e. anarchic world order of 
nation states). Communitas is de-
signed to create a feeling of “comrade-
ship among the liminal personae” (De-
flem 1991: 14). One could say that in 
the beginning of the ritual process the 
scientific narrators of the global warm-
ing community constituted a sponta-
neous sense of communitas. The 
global warming story formed the ge-
neric bond among this generic group 
of believers. With the institutionaliza-
tion of the global warming story in the 
framework of the UN FCCC this sense 
of communitas became normative, it 
musters the members states under the 
idea of sustainable development. To be 
clear, communitas is not a real com-
munity it rather is an imagined com-
munity of climate change believers, 
temporally united to safeguard the 
planet’s climate system.  

“The parties should protect the climate 
system for the benefit of future generations 
of humankind, on the basis of equity and in 
accordance with their common but differ-
entiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities. Accordingly the developed 
country Parties should take the lead in 
combating climate change and the adverse 
effects thereof.” (UN FCCC 1992: 3 Article 1; 
Principles) 

One could furthermore show that the 
distinction of developed and develop-
ing countries is another ritual simplifi-
cation made in the liminal stage of the 
climate ritual. The convention attrib-
utes major responsibilities to the 
(most) developed countries (Annex I 
states) and it concedes specific needs 
to the most vulnerable ones (e.g. 
AOSIS states), as well as a series of 
specific rights to developing countries. 
The regular meeting of the Conference 
of the parties, the constitution of fur-
ther subsidiary bodies and the negotia-
tion of the so called Kyoto Protocol 
can be seen as the first successful 
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steps to concretize the anti-structural 
order and to give it a legally binding 
fundament, the so-called Kyoto-
Protocol (accepted in December 1997 
on the third Conference of the parties) 
encompasses the legally binding goal 
to reduce anthropogenic greenhouse 
gas emissions. Accordingly industrial-
ized countries are obliged to reduce 
the amount of six trace gases at least 
by 5.2 %. Reduction goals should be 
met in the period 2008-2012. The en-
actment of the UN FCCC and the 
Kyoto-Protocol did not bring an end to 
the problem of uncertainty of scientific 
knowledge. Still some put into ques-
tion the institutional legitimacy of the 
IPCC by putting into question the very 
existence of anthropogenic warming, 
or by doubting its negative impact on 
humans, societies and ecosystems. 
The major debate has now shifted to 
the inadequacy and insufficiencies of 
the protocol itself. In the next section I 
would like to reflect on two skills by 
means of which the IPCC tried to cope 
with the problem of communicating 
uncertainties. 

5 Climate truth games on the pub-
lic stage 

Apart from the recent crisis of the 
IPCC’s credibility (“Climategate”; see 
Beck 2010), there have been several 
examples in the climate regime’s 
twenty years history, showing that a 
fundamental institutional crisis, was 
always virulent. Especially the US-
American position in the negotiation 
processes has been supported by a 
strong epistemic community of climate 
skeptics who pushed questions of un-
certainty into the foreground. 
McCright/Dunlap (2000; 2003; 2010) 
have shown how American think tanks 
challenged the very existence of the 
global warming effect, or its urgency 
as a social problem. Some even re-
narrated the green house story as a 
greenhouse paradise narrative empha-
sizing the possible benefits of future 
global warming. Another critical event 
has been the release of the second 
IPCC’s assessment report because it 

also triggered a wide public debate 
which touched the very core of the 
climate regime as well as the trustwor-
thiness of the IPCC (Ed-
wards/Schneider 2001). What was at 
stake here is in fact its institutional 
identity (Somers 1994). I would like 
the reader not to take the term identity 
as something entirely unchangeable. 
Rather it is to be grasped in more dia-
lectical terms (Ricœur 2005). On the 
one hand as something which requires 
the maintenance of the institutional 
character and related values (i.e. sus-
tainable development, the detection of 
a human fingerprint) and on the other 
hand as something that needs con-
tinuous imagination in order to pro-
vide further institutional credibility. 
Concerning institutional fidelity major 
efforts in the IPCC’s Assessment Re-
ports have been made to provide fur-
ther credibility to the assessments of 
evidence of the human fingerprint in 
climate change (see also 
Rahmstorf/Schnellnhuber 2006). The 
question was how to respond to skep-
tics without giving in on the institu-
tional core objective. As the discussion 
after publishing the second assess-
ment report indicates, the IPCC was 
able to cope even with harsh criticism 
which puts into question the core as-
sumptions according to which human 
activities are responsible for the ongo-
ing global warming process and its 
expected negative impacts (Ed-
wards/Schneider 2001).  

This raises questions of how the cli-
mate regime was able to gain credibil-
ity by coping with conditions of con-
tinuous ambiguity and uncertainty. 
The existence of hybrid organizations 
like the IPCC (or the subsidiary Body 
for scientific and Technological Advice 
(SBST; since 1995) alone was not 
enough. Even the climate regime’s 
constitution (i.e. the UN FCCC) and its 
leading principles, norms and rules did 
not guarantee credibility and legitima-
tion. I think that the first institutional 
answer given by the climate regime is 
what I called the installation of rituals 
of evidence.  
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The imagined global community – 
communitas in Turner’s sense – needs 
science based rituals which keep alive 
the constitutive narrative of the cli-
mate regime, the anthropogenic global 
warming story. I see rituals of evidence 
at work at various levels of the climate 
regime. First I would point to the Con-
ference of the Parties (COP) which 
usually takes place on a regular yearly 
base. Second I think the publication of 
assessment reports is to be seen as an 
element of such rituals of evidence. 
Third, the different meetings of the 
working groups as well as other expert 
meetings (e.g. IPCC meetings on the 
detection and attribution related to 
anthropogenic climate change) have to 
be conceived as rituals of evidence. 
There is however another ritual skill 
the IPCC has used to cope with uncer-
tainties. This has to do with the fact 
that states of scientific uncertainty 
require explicative discourses that me-
diate between climate experts and 
their diverse public audiences. To be-
come more comprehensible and credi-
ble the IPCC has provided a so-called 
“rolling assessment” process (Ed-
wards/Schneider 2001). Within this 
process the IPCC developed a disposi-
tive which I would like to call a narra-
tive grammar of confidence.  

5.1 The imagined community of cli-
mate change believers and the need 
for rituals of evidence  

It is Rajendra K. Pachauri, at present 
IPCC Chairman, who addresses the 
problem of unintended consequences 
of institutional success of the climate 
regime, with the IPCC at its scientific 
core, in his opening speech at the 30th 
Session of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change in Antalya 
(Turkey) on 21st April 2009. He 
stresses: 

“Our work emphasizes the policy relevance 
of the assessments we produce, and if this 
is going to remain the hallmark of our 
work we must understand the shifting 
landscape on which our work must be 
based. And in understanding this aspect we 
would also have to grasp the rising expec-
tations of our audience which is now better 
informed, much more seized of the urgency 

of new policies and actions in the field of 
climate change, and, therefore, more impa-
tient in seeking new findings of the IPCC. 
To a large extent, we are now facing the 
consequences of the success achieved by 
the Panel, credit for which must go collec-
tively to all the distinguished delegates 
present in this room and the thousands of 
scientists who have toiled hard over the 
years.” (Pachauri 2009a: 1) 

Thus on the one hand we find impor-
tant ritual manifestations of IPCC’s 
institutional history including its in-
creasing policy relevance, such as em-
phasized by the IPCC chairman 
Pachauri.  

“This meeting represents an important 
milestone in the history of the IPCC (…). 
The IPCC in its twenty plus years of history 
has established an outstanding record of 
assessing all aspects of climate change, of 
which all of us are proud. The award of the 
2007 Nobel Peace Prize was the crowning 
moment in the distinguished record of 
scientific endeavor that governments of the 
world from north and south, east and west 
have fostered and built over the past two 
decades, and which has been the result of 
remarkable teamwork on the part of the 
international scientific community.“ 
(Pachauri 2009a: 1) 

On the other hand we face alarming 
news such as the warning released by 
the German insurance company “Mün-
chener Rück” which insinuates that 
one of the major side effects of the 
current global economic crisis might 
be a further loss of interest in envi-
ronmental issues related to global cli-
matic change (SZ Tuesday 17. February 
2009, Economy, No. 39, p. 19). In the 
same vein, the United Nations negotia-
tions on a future Kyoto pursuant pro-
tocol, held in Bonn (April 2009) have 
been widely criticized as being without 
any remarkable results; the same holds 
true for the Copenhagen Conference 
held in December 2009 (Grubb 2010). 
Other critics maintain that the Assess-
ments of the Third and Fourth IPCC’s 
Assessment Reports are already out-
dated and thus not representing actual 
states of atmospheric changes (e.g. 
carbon equity report on arctic summer 
2007). What are the lessons to be 
drawn from these rather ambivalent 
estimations? If the IPCC has a key role 
as a guardian of credibility put into 
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charge to safeguard the regime’s core 
identity, how it is possible for the IPCC 
agents to contribute to the mainte-
nance of institutional legitimacy, while 
the regime seems to constantly be un-
der attack? As Miller (2001) has 
pointed out, to understand the am-
bivalent status of the climate regime, 
we need to readdress the following 
question: What kind of institution is 
the transnational regime?  

As stressed above, we can hardly con-
ceptualize the climate regime as a 
problem solving institution which sim-
ply has to translate a consensual 
taken-for-granted sound expert 
knowledge into concrete mitigation 
policies (see Edwards/Schneider 2001; 
Miller 2001; Jasanoff 2001). The com-
mitments made by the members of the 
Annex I and Annex II states to the UN 
FCCC (1992) in order to protect the 
global common good atmosphere have 
been made despite of continuing sci-
entific uncertainties (Miller 2001; Ed-
wards/Schneider 2001). As Miller has 
emphasized against the cognitive con-
vergence approaches we need to ex-
plore how ideas and related knowledge 
can acquire credibility among the di-
verse public audiences. I take his 
point, but as I have stressed above the 
climate regime is not a simple negoti-
ated order, as Miller seems to believe. 
Even if we agree with his assumption 
that shared ideas and organizational 
structure co-evolve (COP; UN FCCC; 
Kyoto Protocol etc.) in ongoing nego-
tiation processes (Miller 2001: 248ff.), 
we need something that has motivated 
a critical mass to move and which has 
finally mobilized passive public or po-
litical audiences (e.g. national govern-
ments or NGOs) to start, and get ac-
tively involved in negotiation proc-
esses. Additionally, one needs to iden-
tify the entities that structure the 
communication once negotiations had 
begun. As shown above, I think the 
global warming narrative by framing 
climate change as a coming catastro-
phe provided with the appropriate “vo-
cabulary of motives” (C.W. Mills) which 
was able to mobilize political negotia-

tions and mark a turning point in the 
process of modernization by defining 
the planet’s climate system as a global 
common good to be protected (Vie-
höver 2003a). This narrative has itself 
been transformed and refined by the 
growing epistemic community of 
global climate change believers by 
adopting and disseminating the idea of 
a global community cooperating in 
order to maintain the common good 
atmosphere. This is what I have called 
the creation of a sense of global 
“communitas” (Turner 1969), i.e. imag-
ining a global collective in a liminal 
state, characterized by ambiguity and 
potentiality as well. This was to say 
that the IPCC is not a simple truth ma-
chine. Rather it is an institution that 
tries to transpose new, but highly am-
biguous experiences (causes and ef-
fects of the warming planet) and hori-
zons of expectancies (scenarios) into a 
sense of an imagined global communi-
tas. Communitas is not yet a real 
community I would emphasize again, 
but an idea. If it could become more is 
an open question. It could be an inter-
esting starting point for further delib-
eration on this point, as Sheila Jasan-
off (2001: 312ff.) has proposed, to have 
a second look at Benedict Anderson’s 
(1983) concept of “imagined political 
communities”. The environmental 
cosmopolitan idea, around which the 
climate regime emerged, tends to chal-
lenge, if not erase given institutional 
boundaries in terms of the global 
warming story. This holds true not 
only for the taken-for-granted bounda-
ries between nature and society, but 
also for those of “national” nation 
state based policies. We can see that 
the transnational climate regime is 
something which is currently challeng-
ing the idea of nationhood by means of 
the old Durkheim (1994) notion of 
increasing interdependencies. More-
over, the emerging global “communi-
tas” imagined by the climate change 
believers neither has clear boundaries, 
nor is it sovereign.9 Thus three of the 

                                                       
9 Benedict Anderson stressed four features 
of nationhood: a nation is imagined; a 
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four criteria Anderson used to define 
imagined communities of nationhood 
would not fit the cosmopolitical narra-
tive of the transnational climate re-
gime. We hence have to push Ander-
son’s idea of imagined communities a 
little further. I would propose to take 
ambiguity as a starting point to char-
acterize the climate regime. If it is true 
that the knowledge on global climate 
change is still characterized by uncer-
tainties, categorical ambiguities and 
even by ignorance and unpredictabil-
ity, we best conceive the climate re-
gime and the IPCC as its guardian of 
truth itself as a liminal institution, or 
to put it in terms of Victor Turner 
(1989), as an anti-structural order. The 
leading principles, norms, rules and 
procedures – used to characterize in-
ternational regimes in regime theory 
(Keohane/Haas/Levy 1993) are hence – 
the “for-the-time-being – outcome of 
an ongoing ritual process not its pre-
requisite. Factually the global climate 
regime is a liminal institution designed 
to govern a world in transition. I have 
described the first two stages of this 
transition in terms of a ritual order, 
consisting of three major ritual se-
quences: a.) separation (indicated by 
the narration of a coming climate ca-
tastrophe), b.) liminality which be-
comes manifest in the formulation of 
an anti-structural order (e.g. UN FCCC; 
Kyoto Protocol), c.) restructuring or 
transformation (i.e. the still utopian 
concept of sustainability).  

One could say that the global warming 
story has been the main vehicle since 
the early 1970s used in order to 
dramatize the non-intended conse-
quences of modern industrial risk so-
cieties (Beck 1986; 2007). It rewrites 
our planetary cosmos by refiguring the 
biophysical world as well as human 
relation to biosphere and it sparks a 
new sense of communitas, which is of 
course still far from being a real com-
munity. The global warming story has 
thus been framed to mark a turning 

                                                                  

nation is limited; a nation is limited; a na-
tion is a community.  

point needed in global environmental 
policy as well as international rela-
tions. At present the main institutional 
task of the IPCC within the climate 
regime still is to keep alive the idea 
that emerging world risk societies are 
self-endangering their societal as well 
as the planet’s natural reproduction. 
This is mainly done by the assessment 
report of Working group I and II of the 
IPCC.  

As Edwards/Schneider (2001; Schnei-
der 1993; 1994) have stressed the sci-
entific observation of the changing 
atmosphere needs constant reassess-
ment. The same is required for the 
public communication on the narrated 
risks of climate changes in the ongoing 
policy making process. Ritualizing the 
state of transition can thus be seen as 
an answer to one of the major chal-
lenges for the climate regime, the 
problem of how to manage with scien-
tific ambiguities and uncertainties. 
What Edwards and Schneider (2001: 
245) call a “rolling reassessment” in 
sociological terms could be better 
coined as rituals of evidence. The 
scope of all these rituals of evidence is 
to maintain the trust in the core insti-
tutional ethos without, however, petri-
fying it into an inflexible dogma of 
environmental policy. I would say the 
climate regime is thus to be seen as a 
complex ritual order, based on a series 
of ritual performances taking place on 
various levels. The meetings of the 
COP, the releases of the IPCC’s as-
sessment reports, the meetings of the 
Subsidiary Body for Scientific and 
Technological Advice (SBSTA) as well 
as plenty of other scientific meetings 
of the IPCC bodies are only the most 
prominent ones. But the ritualisation 
of expertise is only one way of coping 
with uncertainty and ambiguity and to 
gain credibility in the imagined com-
munitas of climate change believers. 
Because knowledge has to be commu-
nicated from climate experts to other 
experts and even to a worldwide lay 
public audience other dispositives are 
required to gain credibility. 
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5.2 Explicative discourses, narrative 
fidelity and a grammar of confidence  

Maintaining the core identity of an 
operative regime under conditions of 
uncertainty and ambiguity is a very 
delicate enterprise which requires con-
tinuity and flexibility as well. This task 
is even more challenging if the re-
gime’s objectives and related policy 
responses are continuously criticized 
as being inefficient, unfair and ineffec-
tive or even a pure invention of climate 
scientists. Criticism confronts the cli-
mate scientists as advisers of policy 
making processes with serious prob-
lems of credibility. The climate dis-
course of the past 20 years has re-
vealed and deconstructed at least three 
modern fictions which forced IPCC’s 
climatologist to redefine and clarify 
their central role as guardian of truth 
in the climate change policy making 
process. The first I would call the fic-
tion of objectivity; the second could be 
nominated the fiction of sovereignty 
and the third one could be called the 
fiction of scientific consent (for the 
distinction see Wehling/Viehöver/Keller 
2005).  

Fact is that IPCC climatologists operate 
beyond the boundaries of pure science, 
they are also acting as moral and po-
litical entrepreneurs. With regard to 
this, they are forced to cope with the 
fiction of scientific objectivity, consen-
sus and sovereignty for several rea-
sons. In order to take countermea-
sures against the discourse coalitions 
of contrarians (e.g. Global Climate 
Coalition) and to gain credibility the 
climate regime in the past 20 years has 
developed several institutional strate-
gies and dispositives in communicat-
ing on and dealing with questions of 
ambiguity and uncertainty.  

The first reaction was to define the 
IPCC as a hybrid transnational inter-
governmental body which blurs clear 
drawn boundaries between science 
and (national) politics. In fact the IPCC 
reports undergo an extended peer re-
view process within which government 
officials are involved. The second reac-
tion responds to the problem of con-

sent. As IPCC representatives under-
line, consent is not the same as truth. 
They emphasize that the IPCC is not a 
truth machine (Edwards/Schneider 
2001: 245). In fact the IPCC does not 
carry out research, but as an intergov-
ernmental body it collects, evaluates 
and disseminates advice and informa-
tion concerning the risks of anthropo-
genic climate change to public and 
policy makers. One could also say that 
the IPCC proceduralizes the problems 
of consensus generation, by installing 
assessment reports as core elements 
of ongoing rituals of evidence. Fur-
thermore it approaches the modern 
fiction of objectivity in a new way 
which clearly respects the increasing 
need for public communication of sci-
ence. Realizing this task successfully in 
the IPCC’s rituals of evidence (i.e. for 
example the assessment reports) expli-
cative discourses (Habermas 1981/1: 
43) gained increasing importance.  

Thus the IPCC’s goal is not to play the 
truth games in the strict scientific 
sense. It rather generates and im-
proves communicability of scientific 
findings (Weiß 1981). Therefore the 
task of explicative discourses is to 
translate the arcane knowledge of cli-
matologists and other IPCC experts 
into narrative discourses which are 
comprehensible to non climate experts 
or even a global public audience. 
Where do these explicative discourses 
occur if not in the national mass me-
dia? I think explicative discourses are 
not to be found in the so called 
“bricks”, the IPCC’s full assessment 
reports, but in the summaries of the 
synthesis reports.  

One of the major problems for the 
IPCC in this respect is how to proac-
tively deal with scientific uncertainties 
and ambiguities without being forced 
to recall the need for urgent climate 
action. What comes into play here, as a 
major legitimating resource, is narra-
tive fidelity (Ricœur 2007). Institutions 
in transition gain credibility not simply 
by maintaining that they are providing 
facts or by mere uses of arguments. It 
rather has to do with the way the nar-
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rative configuration of bio-physical 
events and human action is fitted into 
a comprehensive public narrative, 
thereby avoiding losses in credibility 
and trust. The IPCC’s assessment 
process – which should be compre-
hensive, open, transparent and objec-
tive as well as neutral with respect to 
policy – is based mainly on published 
peer reviewed scientific literature. Ad-
ditionally the assessment reports again 
undergo an extended review process 
(Edward/Schneider 2001) and finally 
the major results are summarized in 
the three so called summaries for pol-
icy makers. The 1996 second assess-
ment report also included a synthesis 
report for policymakers to interpret the 
FCCC, and later reports also included a 
synthesis report for policy makers. 
Moreover, the peer review process 
encompasses scientific peer reviews as 
well as reviews by government offi-
cials. Each assessment report contains 
three volumes and all of them undergo 
a review process. Authors, contribu-
tors, reviewers as well as other experts 
are selected by the bureaus of the 
working groups after having received a 
list of nominations by governments 
and participating organizations (see 
IPCC http://www.ipcc.ch/organisation/-
organisation_procedures.htm; access 
20.08.2009). Appointed lead authors 
have the responsibility for the various 
chapters in the reports. Whereas full 
reports are accepted in the plenary or 
working group sessions, the summary 
report need a line by line approval and 
must not be altered once being ap-
proved. Nonetheless, especially the 
second assessment report triggered a 
major debate on the trustworthiness 
and credibility of climate scientists. 
Probably the intense political, public 
and scientific debate on the SAR up to 
the present day could be seen as the 
major crisis in the climate regime’s 
history, because the core identity of 
the climate regime was at stake. As a 
result of this crisis the rules for the 
IPCC’s peer review process have been 
revised. This was only the beginning of 
an intense debate on how to recog-
nize, acknowledge and communicate 

ambiguities and uncertainties to public 
and policy makers. 

Communicability thus became core 
issue of institutional legitimacy (Weiß 
1981). One of the most remarkable 
progresses in terms of narrative fidelity 
to my point of view is the introduction 
of what I would coin narrative gram-
mars of confidence, i.e. skills used for 
example in summaries for policy mak-
ers to specify levels of confidence as 
well as degrees of certainty. The first 
formal innovation has been the ap-
pointment of “review editors” (Ed-
wards/Schneider 2001: 228) assisting 
the working group bureaus in identify-
ing reviewers. They should help to 
ensure that comments of scientific and 
government review are appropriately 
afforded and that controversies are 
adequately represented in the reports. 
Furthermore coordinating Lead Au-
thors (two per chapter; one from de-
veloping countries) have to coordinate 
the contents of the different chapters 
they are responsible for. A further part 
of the grammar of confidence refers to 
the procedures of acceptance. The 
summaries for policy makers now 
need a line by line discussion (ap-
proval). The overview chapters of 
methodology reports and the synthesis 
report receive a section by section dis-
cussion (adoption). The report al-
though having an intense review has 
no line by line or section by section 
approval (acceptance). After the 2001 
Third Assessment Report an intense 
debate on the treatment and the com-
munication of uncertainties took off 
with a series of working papers, work-
shops and conferences. The result was 
not only making uncertainties a key 
topic of the 2007 Fourth Assessment 
report, but also developing Guidance 
Notes for Lead Authors of the 4AR; 
guidelines which have been respected 
by the authors of reports and summary 
reports (IPCC 2005). The guidance 
notes further developed the grammar 
of confidence in various respects. The 
guidance notes should be used across 
all working groups and they allow a 
common approach and a comparable 
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Table 1: Quantitatively calibrated Levels of Confidence and Likelihood Scale 
(source IPCC 2005 pp. 3-4) 

Section A Section B 

Terminology Degree of confi-
dence 

Terminology Likelihood of occur-
rence /outcome 

Very high confi-
dence 

At least 9 out of 10 
chance of being 
correct 

Virtually certain > 99% probability of 
occurrence 

High confidence About 8 out of 10 
chance 

Very likely > 90% probability 

Medium confi-
dence 

About 5 out of 10 
chance 

Likely > 66% probability 

Low confidence 2 out of 10 chance About as likely as 
not 

33% to 66% percent 
probability 

Very low confi-
dence 

Less than 1 out of 
10 chance 

Unlikely < 33% probability 

  Very unlikely < 10% probability 

  Exceptionally 
unlikely 

< 1% probability 

 

language. First a typology of uncer-
tainties has been proposed to be con-
sidered in the reports (including typical 
approaches), which distinguishes un-
predictabilities (for example regarding 
the projection of human behavior), 
from structural uncertainties (e.g. re-
garding incomplete or competing 
models) mode and value uncertainties 
(e.g. regarding missing, inaccurate or 
non-representative data). Second the 
language to describe findings has been 
formalized, synchronized as well as 
simplified. Experts should be prepared 

“to make expert judgments and explain 
them by providing a traceable account 
of the steps used to arrive at estimates 
of uncertainty or confidence” (IPCC 
2005), but be aware of becoming over-
confident in individual or group judg-
ments. To communicate their findings, 
they should qualitatively define the 
levels of understanding (levels of con-
sensus or agreement; amounts of evi-
dence), quantitatively calibrating the 
levels of confidence and finally use a 
likelihood scale. The vocabulary of the 
qualitative scale allows judgments on 
various scales ranging between high 
agreement/limited evidence or low 

agreement/limited evidence and high 
agreement/much evidence or low 
agreement/much evidence. The quanti-
tative levels of confidence ranging 
from very high confidence to very low 
confidence are summarized in table 1 
section A. The vocabulary of the likeli-
hood scale ranging from virtually cer-
tain to exceptionally unlikely is sum-
marized in table 1 section B below. 

These elements of a grammar of confi-
dence have been used in the 4AR for 
the first time. Their introduction is 
probably the result of one of the main 

learning processes the regime’s princi-
pal agents have undergone, acknowl-
edging that uncertainty, ignorance and 
category ambiguities could no longer 
be camouflaged in order to increase 
public credibility. Uncertainties, ambi-
guities and fuzzy boundaries are now 
actively recognized and communicated 
in order to stabilize or increase the 
communitas of global warming believ-
ers and to facilitate communication 
with non climate change experts.  

6 Conclusion 

Institutional public climate policy is 
climate action in contexts of scientific 
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uncertainty. Therefore, legitimizing 
climate action in the name of the 
transnational climate regime requires 
strategies to cope with uncertainties. 
These strategies should be recon-
structed as truth games enacted on a 
public stage. This pushes the IPCC into 
the lime light of public attention. The 
paper suggests a theoretical frame of 
reference for understanding the char-
acter of public truth games. I have 
proposed understanding climate action 
in terms of a ritual process, a ritual 
process which is fundamentally based 
on the credibility and fidelity of the 
global warming narrative. As shown 
above, the climate regime is based on 
institutionalized global narrative, 
which has provided the globalizing 
world with a new symbolic, cognitive 
and moral order as well as a new 
sense of community. This narrative 
order has been configured by a grow-
ing discourse coalition of anthropo-
genic global warming believers. The 
related epistemic community has its 
organizational form in the IPCC. The 
IPCC, despite of all “climategates” (cp. 
Reusswig/Lass this issue), is still the 
legitimate guardian of climate related 
truth games, truth games which always 
took the form of a narrative order open 
to integrate new experiences, events 
and actants – be they natural or hu-
man. This narrative order is extremely 
fragile. It has to continuously cope 
with uncertainty and ambiguity, with 
the consequence that the climate re-
gime seems to oscillate between suc-
cess and failure.  

To better cope with these problems, 
the climate regime has developed two 
astonishing strategies. As I have 
pointed out the climate regime’s IPCC 
made progress in dealing with uncer-
tainties and their public communica-
tion. On the one hand it copes with 
continuous scientific uncertainties by 
establishing scientific advice as rituals 
of evidence. On the other hand IPCC 
developed a narrative grammar of con-
fidence to facilitate communication 
with decision makers and the public. 
Making use of these skills the climate 

regime so far was able to reconcile 
sometimes fundamental critics. Even 
the recent case of “climategate” refer-
ring to manipulation and misinterpre-
tation of words and data could not 
seriously harm the reputation of the 
IPCC, as the report of an urgently es-
tablished independent Science As-
sessment Panel, published on 14th 
April 2010 concluded. The institution-
alization of the Science Assessment 
Panel who saw “no evidence of any 
deliberate scientific malpractice in any 
of the work of the Climatic Research 
Unit”10 supports my central hypothesis, 
i.e. that the role of IPCC’s truth games 
in terms of a ritual drama is based on 
the continuous reconfiguration of the 
global warming narrative. It simply 
confirms the reflexivity of the scientific 
assessment process in the global pub-
lic space. Against this background: 
What is the policy relevance of my 
theoretical perspective? Generally it is 
to remind that to focus merely on the 
policy relevance narrows the analytical 
perspective in a risky manner.  

With regard to this general point, it is 
important to recognize that the IPCC’s 
truth games are not only at the cross-
roads of science and politics. Rather 
they are enacted in and they are con-
tributing to the emergence of a global 
public space. In this respect the global 
warming narrative is the first global 
narrative which makes us all reflect on 
the side effects of industrial and con-
sumerist lifestyles. The global warming 
narrative is, however, even more: So 
what does the ritual enacted narrative 
on global warming and related truth 
games really transmit to the emergent 
global public? To proceed forward an-
swering this question, we have to look 
at an argument Hulme (2010a: 267ff.) 
recently made: He assumes in the past 
decades we have seen that science and 
society are mutually constructing cli-
mate change as a phenomenon. This 

                                                       
10 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clima-
tic_Research_Unit_email_controversy#Scie
nce_Assessment_Panel; last access 
20.01.2011. 
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fact he further reasons “offers us a way 
of asking ‘what can climate change do 
for us?’ rather than ‘what can we do 
for climate change?’” Hulme (2010a) 
taking up a cosmopolitan perspective 
on climate change points to the fact 
that climate change contributed to the 
dissolution of the three modern binary 
oppositions, nature/culture, lo-
cal/global and present/future. He 
seems to believe that sociologists need 
to answer the first question posed 
above, which I think is a very danger-
ous one, because it transcends the 
problem and it insinuates that these 
two questions are separable. They are 
not!  

Jasanoff (2010: 233) underlines that 
“climate change” – note that climate 
change here becomes an active actant 
(Greimas) in sociological narratives – 
“produces discordances in established 
ways of human place in nature, and so 
offers unique challenges and opportu-
nities for the interpretive social sci-
ences”. She believes that the assess-
ments of the IPCC helped to establish 
climate change as a global phenome-
non, but in this process the IPCC not 
only “detached knowledge from mean-
ing” but also undermined “existing 
social institutions and ethical com-
mitments at four levels: communal, 
political, spatial and temporal” (Jasan-
off 2010: 233ff.). Well, time, space, 
polity and related categories are im-
portant categories, but they get their 
meaning through social scientific con-
cepts of ritual and narrative discourse 
which provides humankind a new cul-
tural frame of reference. Thus, I would 
like to advocate IPCC’s and scientists 
role in the climate discourse by taking 
a ritual and narrative perspective on 
climate change and climate action. 
Even scientists as humans are neces-
sarily storytellers and by narrating 
their global warming story they pro-
vide the public with new concepts of 
time (relating present worlds to possi-
ble worlds in the future, by means of 
scenarios), space (by teaching us what 
climate is composed of, that climate 
variability exists and how it works) and 

polity (by inventing an anti-structural 
sense of communitas).11 Ritual com-
munication through narrativization of 
global climate change is however not 
only a way of world making and a 
sense making activity. It is, to put it in 
Austin’s (1962) words, to do things 
with words. If repeated in ritual com-
munication, global warming narratives 
and related truth games are complex 
speech acts addressed to public and 
policy makers. As such they are in-
tended to be transformative. The suc-
cess of the global warming story 
shows that it had already major impact 
on how societies perceive climate 
change. I would like to suggest three 
points to make this argument more 
concrete. 

First, based on a narrative approach 
(Ricœur 1991a; 2007, Viehöver 2003b), 
I have argued, that one of the main 
tasks of the global climate regime’s 
IPCC has been to recompose the blur-
ring boundaries between nature and 
society, by attributing the global cli-
mate change to human influence. 
Therefore, the central institutional 
problem to be resolved by the IPCC’s 
activities is whether its scientific ad-
visers are able to identify the human 
fingerprint within the global climate 
change processes (Schneider 1994). As 
far as ritual communication is based 
on the identification of sacra, the attri-
bution of trace gas emission to a hu-
man fingerprint is most important to 
gain trust and narrative fidelity in the 
ritual process of the IPCC’s ongoing 
truth games.  

Second, I have shown, that governing 
the new global common climate sys-
tem is not only evaluating and synthe-
sizing the cognitive understanding of 
climatic change, but it also requires an 
ethical creed and a practical ethos that 
calls public and policy makers for ur-
gent action. In this sense the global 
warming narrative provides an anti-
structural ethos of sustainable devel-

                                                       
11 To stress that climate scientists detached 
knowledge from meaning, as insinuates 
Jasanoff (2010), is hence mistaken.  
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opment, however ambiguous this con-
cept remained so far. But the ethos of 
climate action oriented towards the 
idea of a sustainable development un-
derlines that the IPCC’s climate change 
narrative can no longer be reduced to 
the mimesis of cognitive experiences 
or the formulation of an ethos of miti-
gation or adaptation (Rahms-
torf/Schellnhuber 2006: 91). Part of the 
ethos has also been the construction 
of communitas. The idea of communi-
tas is an imagined – not a real one – 
world community. It is debatable 
whether this vague idea of a world 
community of equal nations could 
really become a model for a new and 
green world order. The major chal-
lenge to a successful climate regime in 
this respect remains that its narrative 
needs to be transposed into practical 
action. This process of transposition 
raises questions of feasibility, fairness 
(environmental justice), efficacy and 
efficiency. These might become subject 
of future rituals of evidence. 

Third, the ritual communication of the 
IPCC has also provided the public with 
a grammar of confidence. As far as I 
can see, this is an important device to 
translate expert knowledge into public 
communication. The grammar of con-
fidence developed by the IPCC makes 
truth communicable, it enhances 
communicability of uncertainties it 
does not however provide proof in a 
strict scientific sense. 

Finally, one could raise the question 
whether we are heading towards the 
post-liminal ritual stage of the climate 
ritual. In this respect, one has to re-
mind the reader that rites of passage 
have a temporal order. The new anti-
structural order put into question the 
preexisting order of (capitalist) indus-
trial societies as well as the political 
order of “egoistic” nation states. 
IPCC’s climate change rituals contrast 
this order of things with the anti-
structural order of an imagined order 
of a world risk community based on 
the idea of a sustainable development. 
Against the dream of a green moder-
nity based on a global risk community 

(Beck 2010), one has to state that the 
anti-structural communitas could turn 
out to be the utopia of reflexive mod-
ernity a mere illusion enacted in a rit-
ual game that scientists for the past 
decades seemed to have had under 
control. Copenhagen could be the be-
ginning of the end of a huge ritual 
game, but in the end, it could become 
like carnival, normality returns after a 
few days of exception. This would be 
no good news, neither for nature nor 
for human societies. Probably we 
never became “reflexive modern” (U. 
Beck). And to deliberate on this possi-
bility should be the future task for so-
ciologists.  
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