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Political Gridlock and Climate Justice  
 
As we enter the homestretch of the Presidential campaign, through the campaign and debates, it is sadly 
obvious that one item has fallen off the policy plate—a national policy or even a platform statement—on 
a US position on climate change.  Apparently, the partisan topics of global warming and cap and trade are 
pretty much politically dead.  As the political journal Politico noted just before Congress left town for 
August recess, the most recent hearing on climate change held by the Senate Committee on Energy and 
Public Works could not even draw a federal witness and got a barely lukewarm response in the Senate. 
 
Yet, in contrast, the American public does care about climate change.  Polls done by the Pew Center, 
Brookings Institution, Gallup and others show increasing numbers (around 60-65%) who believe that 
there is global warming. The droughts and heat across the Midwest this summer have added to those 
numbers, according to the Yale Project on Climate Change Communication.  Further, a report from a 
recent national survey indicates that among registered voters, taking a pro-climate stand appears to benefit 
candidates more than hurt them. (The Political Benefits of Taking a Pro-Climate Stand in 2012.)   
 
Why should we care about climate change?   
No matter what people think about climate change science or its causes, the human dimensions of climate 
change are real, are happening now and they are not evenly distributed.  An impressive body of research 
from anthropologists and other social scientists shows that while some people and regions will benefit 
from warming, most people will not, especially non-elites who are place-based and work the land or 
water, till the soil, live in low-lying bayous or islands, have modest incomes, or consume food on limited 
paychecks.  The effects of climate change are happening now—not sometime in the distant future, like 
2050—or in faraway places, but here in in the U.S., sometimes in a slow and insidious manner.   
 
It is the on-going cultural and human impacts of climate change that concern me and my colleagues and 
that appear to slip below the radar of politicians, at least at the national level.  As the chair of the 
American Anthropological Association’s Global Climate Change Task Force 
(http://www.aaanet.org/cmtes/commissions/CCTF/gcctf.cfm), a major contribution of anthropologists is 
to identify, document and draw attention to the human face of climate change.   
 
Climate change is happening now.  Archaeologists know that climate has been a major factor in human 
evolution, migration and adaptation in many civilizations, from the Maya prior to European arrival, the 
civilizations in the Mediterranean, to the Norse settlements in North America.  Archaeologists are in the 
process of organizing, collecting and systematizing global, trans-disciplinary data to develop a deeper 
understanding of the social, cultural, climatological and environmental changes that accompanied the 
development, resilience and adaptation of major civilization complexes across the globe. Collected by 
IHOPE (Integrated History of People on the Earth) (http://www.aimes.ucar.edu/ihope ), that promises to 
bring even more insight to the historical and climatological context of human civilizations.    
 
In addition, anthropologists integrate the paleo- and archaeological data with the powerful contemporary 
ethnographies and case studies and surveys that span geographic and cultural areas that crisscross the 
globe identifying the effects of climate change.  They have first-hand experience at hundreds to thousands 
of observation stations across the globe.  Anthropologist Susan A. Crate at George Mason University has 
written and lectured on the plight facing the Viliui Sakha in Siberia, a region of villagers  who know that 
their way of life is changing forever, and that they are “going underwater” as their herds of horses and 
cattle, their gardens, and their houses founder in higher rainfall and less snow.  Anthropologist Ben 
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Orlove of Columbia University has studied the effect of the loss of glaciers and snow on the culture and 
livelihoods of Andean herders and others dependent on glaciers for cultural and livelihood.  Similarly, 
anthropologist Janet Chernela at the University of Maryland is documenting the effects of carbon markets 
and carbon projects (REDD+) on indigenous people in Amazonian forests—unprecedented cultural 
demands and changes brought to indigenous peoples.   
 
Climate changes in our own backyard 
Closer to home, native villages and communities in Alaska are dealing with multiple threats on a daily 
basis.  Anthropologists have described the impacts of the loss of permafrost on communities; and native 
voices are being heard loudly and more and more clearly.  At the recent “First Stewards” symposium—
organized by coastal and island native peoples and hosted by the National Museum of the American 
Indian,  the Smithsonian, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration—individuals 
ranging from tribal chairmen, honored elders, environmental planners from native villages and Pacific 
islands, to environmental scientists and U.S. Senators from the states of Washington and Alaska, detailed 
personal experiences including the loss 
of entire villages due to climate change 
and subsequent rapid coastal erosion 
(www.firststewards.org).  Village after 
village described the economic, 
psychological and cultural effects—
thinning ice makes hunting more 
dangerous and affects caribou 
migrations; increased fetch on the sea 
causes larger waves and greater erosion; 
and entire communities such as 
Shismaref  and Kivalina (the most well-
known examples) are forced to relocate 
before they are pounded out of 
existence by winter storms.  These 
moves have psychological and cultural 
effects on families and economic costs 
to the nation.   
 
There are the undeniable fiscal economic impacts to deal with:  for farmers, drought has decimated this 
year’s corn crop in the Midwest; and on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, those farmers that can manage new 
loans have put in irrigation systems for the first time.  They are also losing their productive farmland to 
increasing tide and water levels.  They may not call it climate change or believe in the theory of climate 
change, but they know something is happening and they are dealing with it.  Farmers also have a fairly 
robust support network that will help them adapt, from crop insurance, to disaster relief at the federal 
level, to conservation programs at state and federal levels; but the bottom line is that farming will become 
more expensive for them as they invest in new technologies such as center-pivot irrigation systems, 
climate-compliant engines and drought-tolerant seed.   Cattle ranchers and other producers, however, do 
not have such program assistance.  Drought is forcing them to cull their herds while at the same time 
paying more for feed.  Native Americans in the Northwest are facing the inability of salmon to return to 
their rightful streams because of lack of glacial water and runoff.  These are happening now, they are not 
projections.  They may not happen every year as climate modelers tell us, but still, the trends and 
direction are clear.   
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There are important questions of social equity—since we don’t have a statutory plan for “climate 
adaptation,” that means that those who live closest to the land, depend on it for their livelihoods, and are 
at the lowest economic rungs or the most vulnerable in terms of age or youth will suffer the most—
something that anthropologists, environmental sociologists, and cultural geographers have long observed.  
Climate modelers have provided projections and models into the future and although it varies by region, 
they show an increased likelihood of extreme weather—hotter than normal summers, more heavy rainfall 
in shorter periods, greater periodicity in the rain, more periods of drought.  In 2013 the U.S. will release 
the National Climate Assessment, a report to Congress required every four years by law.  Anthropologists 
in particular, but social scientists in general, have been contributing to this report, reviewing chapters, 
writing technical reports, and chairing committees—in an effort to bring the “human face” to climate 
change in the U.S.  There will be increased public costs to states, localities and the federal government 
maintain infrastructure such as bridges and roads.  The roads in some counties on the Chesapeake Bay 
region will likely be abandoned because of the costs of maintenance and drainage issues—and which ones 
will that be?  You guessed it, the low-value property areas where people have lived since the Civil War or 
before and cannot afford to move. 
 
Anthropologists understand that climate change is not uniformly apocalyptic and that some regions may 
benefit—as in opening of the Arctic to oil and gas exploration and consequent employment in a boom-
bust economy (which has its own social and economic underbelly).  And the lobstermen in Maine know 
that while ocean warming helped produce bumper crops of lobsters this year, that distributors or 
restaurant owners are the ones benefitting, while lobstermen are having to tie up their boasts, and the 
average consumer of lobster isn’t getting the benefit of the glut through lower prices.     
 
Sadly, the messaging around climate change has become so politicized and confusing that we are fast 
losing the opportunity to enable and empower people and communities to adapt and make changes to 
accommodate the problems, let alone try to interrupt it.  The public is looking the problem straight in the 
eye, whether we call it climate change or not, while politicians are burying their heads in the sand.  This is 
a failure of leadership and an indictment of political gridlock, abetted by the politicization of the climate 
change discourse. Climate change is a “wicked problem” as anthropologists and policy experts have 
termed it and solutions are not easy; but we can’t afford to let climate and adaptation fall off the policy 
agenda.  Anthropology can help by describing how climate changes are is affecting people; and we can 
help build communities’ resilience to changes, or adaptive capacity; we can provide some cultural 
guideposts to help shape policies so they will have the intended results.   But it is far harder to do our 
work if climate policy becomes a policy of neglect, and no one is listening and leaders aren’t talking.   
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