


Is geoengineering an inherently ambiguous term?

While technical definitions and lists of proposed tech-
nologies are useful starting points, it is important to
remember that at present geoengineering is currently
still just about ideas: it is what social scientists refer

to as a ‘socio-technical imaginary’ associated with an
ambiguous set of meanings. An exploration of how

the term geoengineering is understood and used by
different actors (See case study Box 1) reveals that the
boundaries of the term itself are fluid, and the definition
is not fixed. For example, some people suggest that we
are already geoengineering the planet by continuing to
emit greenhouse gases now that we know these cause
climate change. Others argue that the issue of intent is
key and that attempting to take more active control of
the climate would represent a different kind of endeavour
entirely. The usefulness or otherwise of the term ‘geo-
engineering’, and its precise definitional limits cannot be
set in purely technical terms, but are matters of social
and political contestation.

At present the idea of geoengineering takes its most
concrete form in a diverse set of research practices
(from fields such as climate science, soil science,
physics and engineering). But the boundaries of the
‘geoengineering field’ depend to a large extent on the
view that researchers and others take as to the financial
or other resources geoengineering may bring, or the
regulations it might face. Hence defining precisely what
does and doesn’t constitute geoengineering research
can be seen to be subject to a form of definitional
politics.

Is the definition of geoengineering too broad and
ambiguous to be helpful in policy making and
research governance?

Given the ambiguous and contested nature of the
term, and the diversity of possible approaches that
might be described in these terms, from the point of

view of particular policy interventions and governance
mechanisms, the term ‘geoengineering’ may be
unhelpfully broad. It has been suggested that therefore
that policy makers should consider particular techno-
logical approaches rather than attempting to construct
governance mechanisms for ‘geoengineering’ as a
category of interventions. However, others counter that
while proposed geoengineering interventions are indeed
very different, they all suffer from a similar flaw in that
they are attempts to ‘fix’ a complex social problem with



a technological solution, and as such, they argue, it is
possible and necessary to consider the implications of
the entire class of geoengineering technologies.

It may therefore be the case that broad public debate
about geoengineering and its possible implications is
still necessary, even while governance mechanisms may
be most productively focused at the technology-specific
level.

Does it matter how geoengineering is defined or
framed?

Framings have material consequences for governance,
and it is important that these are made explicit and
hence open to public debate and scrutiny rather than
implied in use of certain kinds of language and framing
devices. Uncritical use and acceptance of particular
framings may influence the development trajectory of
particular approaches, or act to constrain public dialogue
and engagement on the topic (contributing to a process
of ‘socio-technical lock-in’ of particular technologies). For
example:

«  Framing geoengineering as a necessary response
to a ‘climatic emergency’ may imply that the need
for the suspension of normal democratic politics,
and the extreme securitisation of the climate change
issue. It is important to recognise that emergencies
are ‘declared’ not ‘discovered’.

» Referring to geoengineering approaches as a
kind of ‘Plan B’ might contribute to the so-called
‘moral hazard’ effect, by giving the (perhaps false)
impression that humanity has a back-up plan for
dealing with climate change and therefore need not
worry unduly about emissions reductions.

»  Calling for more research into geoengineering
technologies may imply that such research is
neutral — but this may not be always be the case
(for example, research may act to normalise the

concept of geoengineering, or contribute to growing
momentum in this area).

Separating groups of technologies into, for
example, Carbon Dioxide Removal methods and
Solar Radiation Management methods, may make
intuitive sense to some, but may have certain
consequences, such as making Carbon Dioxide
Removal methods appear less exotic or extreme
in comparison with Solar Radiation Management
methods.
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