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As the climate affects us all, this book is essential reading for all sociologists, not just those 

interested in climate change. Urry argues that sociology must take its place as the dominant 

social science in discussing anthropogenic climate change (p. 5).Where ‘[Sociology previously] 

. . . took for granted the success of modern societies in their overcoming of nature’ 

(p. 7), separating nature from society, Urry wants to reintegrate the two and re-found 

sociology. He discusses climate change science and ‘catastrophism’; the nature of carbon- and 

non-carbon-based economies and societies; the governance of climate; innovation development; 

potential future societies; and how they might be brought about. His prognosis is bleak. 

Urry is right that the physical sciences and economics have dominated climate change 

literature (Ch. 1). The basic science dates back to the 1800s but the issue of anthropogenic 

climate change is young. Since 1988 the IPCC has informed policymakers about the science; 

Stern (The Economics of Climate Change (Cambridge, 2007)) and Giddens (The Politics of 

Climate Change (Polity, 2009)) highlighted their disciplines to engage politicians and 

business. The UNFCCC 2009 Copenhagen COP had to deal with the political and economic 

challenges while the science was being questioned, largely failing to address the societal 

difficulties. 

 

Climate science is complicated and political, argues Urry; and, as it depends on understanding 

the polluting human activities, sociological (Ch. 2). But whilst politics and sociology 

struggle to deal with non-linear transitions, climate is a complex system where tipping points 

and ‘black swan’ events mean that small changes can have enormous impacts, posing the 

possibility of interlocking catastrophes bringing about a general collapse (Ch. 3). Writing in 

2010, Urry sees a parallel in the crisis caused by the failure to understand the complex, 

interrelated system of international finance. As that crisis deepens in early 2012 his argument 

becomes all the stronger. 

 

Urry’s response is a ‘resource capitalism’ to replace neo-liberal capitalism and its predecessors 

which, assuming that resources were effectively inexhaustible, underpriced them (Ch. 4). 

He accurately describes (Ch. 5) how this meant modern, highly mobile societies became 

predicated on an addiction to interdependent high-carbon physical and social systems: the 

very field of sociology. Resource capitalism, similar to ecological modernization rather than a 

retreat from technology, therefore suggests a movement towards a low-carbon ‘economy and 

society’, requiring huge innovation and investment (Chs 6 & 7). Encouragingly this may be 

beginning: China’s agreement at the 2011 COP to accept future CO2 emissions reduction 

targets was probably aimed at growing markets for its renewables technologies. 

 

Urry is right to argue (Ch. 8), however, that market-based neo-liberalism hinders introducing 

such innovation, and that domination of thinking by a partly performative economics, 

which problematically influences the very system it describes, means that policy makers are 

ill-equipped to create the preconditions for a low-carbon economy and society. As the 

transition towards low-carbon systems will need to take account of matters such as habits 

and social practices, sociology will be needed to help transform social patterns as well as 

economic ones. But his resource capitalism must value resources correctly, value future 

generations as highly as present ones and not separate nature from society and economy. 

 

This all requires an ‘ensuring state’ with fair tax systems, no tax havens and a dismantling of 

the neo-liberal economic orthodoxy. Urry hopes an emerging social force of a ‘cosmopolitanism’ 

(Ch 6) will see the whole world recognizing the shared risk and global forces 

collaborating to address climate change and contest carbon politics. The Occupy movement 

is perhaps a start, but cosmopolitanism seems far less likely to arise than a technologically 

sophisticated but low-carbon world. The problem is a political one: the low-carbon technologies 

are available or becoming so. However many require mineral or other resources which 

are physically based ‘here’ or ‘there’; and nations’ efforts to ensure continued access to them 

indicate the importance that they accord to their own rather than global interests. Meanwhile, 

the cases against tax havens and for ‘fair’ taxation are fiercely contested, and neoliberalism 

has not died yet. 

 

Urry correctly notes (p. 100) that it is hard to justify, both theoretically and practically to 

the voter, a climate change politics which campaigns for reduced abundance here and now 

to ensure comparative abundance elsewhere now and everywhere in the future. Much 

modern environmentalism has therefore shifted its focus to reducing dependence on fossil 

fuels rather than hair-shirtism (e.g. Jonathon Porritt’s Forum for the Future). But Mackay 

(www.withouthotair.com) calculates the challenge of meeting energy demand through low carbon 



generation. Radical societal change is necessary both to reduce energy demand and 

produce electricity without protests against massive turbine farms. Shove (Sociological 

Research Online, 15 (3) 1 2010) agrees that this requires governmental changes to technologies, 

infrastructure and regulation as well as individual changes in social practices. Urry 

acknowledges that governments are acting too slowly, hoping that a simultaneous financial 

collapse and a clear-cut climate-related physical crisis may be enough to spur the world into 

a sense of global common interest (p. 159), but his (and my) optimism is limited and the 

scenarios he envisages (Ch. 9) range from Regional Warlordism to an Orwellian digital state. 

 

Urry’s final chapter is rightly pessimistic. Without concurrent economic, social and climate 

crises the necessary changes will not happen quickly enough, yet a sufficient shock would 

probably lead not to cosmopolitanism but protectionism as countries harbour resources and 

beggar-their-neighbours to restart their economies. Much climate change commentary 

follows a diagnosis of the disease with a prescription for its remedy. While Urry offers little 

hope, he argues cogently for sociology to play its full role in dealing with humanity’s most 

pressing problem. 
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