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The 2018 Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) Special Report on 
Global Warming at 1.5 °C caused quite a stir 
and a lot of ink to flow. To avoid catastrophic 
consequences, global warming should be 
limited to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels, 
the report warned. But, as we know, we are 
far from achieving this. To overcome this 
challenge of the century, scientists advocate 
a radical change in behaviour – something 
that cannot be achieved without a profound 
change in our attitudes. 

“Changing minds, not the climate” is the 
slogan for the public awareness campaign 
of UNESCO’s Strategy for Action on Climate 
Change 2018-2021. It is in line with the 
2015 Paris Agreement (COP21) and the 
United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (SDGs). 

It sets out a wide range of actions in 
various fields – from Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) and 
responsible ocean management (through 
the Intergovernmental Oceanographic 
Commission, IOC), to water security (through 
the International Hydrological Programme, 
IHP) and the cultural and natural sites under 
UNESCO protection, which serve as Climate 
Change Observatories.

Many other projects to raise public 
awareness on climate change through 
the media, or to inform children through 
the UNESCO Associated Schools Network 
(ASPnet), are ongoing. In addition to these 
efforts, there are UNESCO Chairs on Climate 
Change and Sustainable Development; 
Climate Frontlines, networks of indigenous 
people and other vulnerable communities 
and the grassroots UNESCO Green Citizens: 
Pathfinders for Change initiatives. 

Editorial
Changing minds means establishing a new 
order of priorities in politics, the economy, 
industry and the daily lives of us all. But 
above all, it is about becoming aware of 
the ethical implications of climate change 
– which threaten not only the planet’s 
ecosystems, but also our fundamental 
rights, by creating injustices and widening 
inequalities. 

As the ethical dimensions of climate change 
are still relatively unexplored, UNESCO 
adopted, in November 2017, the Declaration 
of Ethical Principles in relation to Climate 
Change – a tool that is accessible to all actors 
in society, especially political leaders, to allow 
for the most appropriate decision-making.  

With this special report, the Courier aims 
to open up new avenues for reflection on 
these lesser-known aspects of the greatest 
global challenge of our times. Because, in 
parallel to the scientific issues that hit the 
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media headlines, the issues of justice and 
equity, respect for human rights, solidarity 
and scientific and political integrity, and 
individual and collective responsibility, must 
be the principal cornerstones of our actions 
on a global scale. 

But in practice, this is still not the case. Even 
“the human rights community, with a few 
notable exceptions, has been every bit as 
complacent as most governments in the 
face of the ultimate challenge to mankind 
represented by climate change,” asserts 
Australian expert Philip Alston, in his report 
to the UN on 25 June 2019. The Special 
Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human 
rights considers the measures taken by the 
majority of  UN human rights bodies have 
been patently inadequate. “Ticking boxes 
will not save humanity or the planet from 
impending disaster,” he warns.

Vincent Defourny and Jasmina �opova

The Wide Angle section of this issue is published to mark the United Nations Climate 
Action Summit on 23 September 2019, and the 25th session of the Conference of 
the Parties on Climate Change  in Santiago, Chile (COP25), 2-13 December 2019.
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We can see to what extent such assumptions 
have led to the shameless exploitation of 
nature in all its forms: agriculture, fishing, 
intensive livestock farming, mineral 
depletion, pollution of all kinds.

Ecological science is another approach, 
which conveys a completely different 
vision of the world. In 1937, the British 
botanist, Arthur George Tansley, proposed 
the concept of the ecosystem that would 
revolutionize the scientific relationship 
with nature. This concept refers to all the 
interactions of the various living species 
among themselves, and of all living 
organisms with the physical environment: 
soil, air, climate, etc. In this context, man 
rediscovers himself as belonging to nature, 
as an element of the ecosystem. Moreover, 
this ecosystem is a finite environment, 
with limited resources, both upstream and 
downstream of human activities.  

But many thinkers consider that the 
ecological science approach is insufficient. 
Deep ecologists, for example, believe that 
the core of the problem in the scientific 
approach, including the ecological one, 
is anthropocentrism. They advocate a 
philosophy of the totality that integrates 
humans with living organisms as a whole, 
without granting them any particular status. 
Respect for animals is the same as respect 
for humans. 

Bernard Feltz

Humanity is in a state of debit. Year after year, it consumes more 
resources than nature can provide. This over-consumption has a direct 
effect on the climate. To better understand the issues at stake, the Belgian 
philosopher and biologist Bernard Feltz sheds light on the complex 
relationships between humans and nature and then focuses on the 
ethical aspects of climate change management. 

The philosophical
and ethical 
issues of climate change 

A final understanding of human-nature 
relations attempts to keep a fair distance 
from the radicality of deep ecologists, while 
emphasizing the relevance of the criticism 
of ecological science. Nature and humans 
coexist and interpenetrate in a more 
respecting way of living. An animal can be 
respected for itself, without being given the 
same status as a human being.

A living species or a particular ecosystem are 
to be respected as remarkable achievements 
of nature, just as a work of art is a 
remarkable accomplishment of humanity. 
The aesthetic dimension of a work of art 
reflects a fundamental dimension of reality 
that only the artist is able to reveal. But 
such a relationship does not imply that the 
respected work has the status of a human. 
A hierarchy of values is possible. Animals, 
certain ecosystems and landscapes become 
respectable in two ways – it is the human 
being who decides to respect them, and it is 
a way of respect that does not equate with 
the respect due to humans. 

A major challenge for our time, climate 
change concerns both our daily lives and 
the world geopolitical order. It is one of 
the dimensions of a global ecological 
crisis, a direct consequence of the complex 
interactions between humans and nature. 
These relationships can be divided into four 
main approaches.

The first, that of Descartes, considers nature 
to be a set of objects made available to 
human beings. The seventeenth-century 
philosopher – a contemporary of Galileo and 
considered a great  initiator of modernity 
– advocated establishing life sciences that 
were similar to the emerging physical 
sciences. He defends the idea of an “animal 
machine”. Living things are nothing more 
than inert matter organized in a complex 
way. Only the human being has a substantial 
soul distinct from the body, making it the 
only respectable species. The rest of nature, 
living or inert, is part of the world of objects 
at humanity’s disposal. Descartes has no 
regard for the environment, which he views 
in a utilitarian way, and considers an infinite 
resource that humans can draw upon 
without any qualms.



8   |   The UNESCO Courier • July-September 2019

At the crossroads of 
science and politics 
A dimension of the ecological crisis, climate 
change paves the way for a more specific 
reflection on the relationship between 
science and politics. 

Science bears a heavy responsibility for 
the emergence of the climate problem. It 
is largely because of the impressive power 
developed by new technologies and their 
unlimited use by economic powers that we 
have entered the Anthropocene. For the 
first time in history, human activities are 
leading to changes in certain environmental 
characteristics that affect all of humanity.

But science also makes us aware of the 
problems related to the ecological crisis. 
It plays a decisive role in the development 
of scenarios that could lead to the rational 
management of the climate crisis. Science 
can destroy us, but it can also save us. 
Integrated into a broader understanding 
of reality, the scientific approach remains 
decisive in controlling climate change. 

However, democracy is not technocracy. In 
a democracy, it is the politician who makes 
the  decisions. The German sociologist Max 
Weber (1864-1920) distinguished between 
the factual realm and the realm of values. On 
the knowledge side, scientists are specialists 
in facts. They are responsible for analysing 
situations and proposing various scenarios 
that are compatible with ecological 
constraints. 

We know the “imperative of human 
responsibility” principle that the German 
philosopher Hans Jonas developed in the 
late 1970s, thinking precisely of ecological 
issues: “Act so that the effects of your actions 
are compatible with the permanence of 
genuine human life on Earth.” 

From now on, it is a question of conceiving 
contemporary social life by integrating into 
it the concern for the sustainability of the 
system in the very long term, by including 
future generations in the scope of our 
responsibilities.

These environmental concerns must be 
consistent with contemporary ethical 
requirements, namely respect for human 
rights and equal consideration for all human 
beings. Not all human populations are 
equal in the face of the climate challenge. 
Paradoxically, the poorest countries are 
often those most affected by uncontrolled 
global warming. Respect for human 
rights must therefore lead to a principle 
of international solidarity that alone can 
guarantee both the global management of 
climate change and that specific measures 
for particularly complex situations will 
be taken. 

A living species or a 
particular ecosystem 
are to be respected 
as remarkable 
achievements 
of nature, just 
as a work of art 
is a remarkable 
accomplishment 
of humanity 

Politicians, on the other hand, act according 
to the values they are committed to 
upholding. In a democratic system, they 
derive their legitimacy from their election. 

They are elected to choose precisely the 
scenario that fits their value system. Climate 
change involves highly complex technical 
analyses, which are not always in line with 
policy directions. 

Environmental ethics  
Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged 
that we have begun a transition towards 
a society shaped decisively by ecological 
constraints. The involvement of everyone 
in their daily lives, the work of the various 
economic actors in their respective activities 
– from small and medium-sized enterprises 
to the most powerful multinational trusts 
and the involvement of state structures 
and  intermediary structures, trade unions, 
business federations, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), etc. – are essential 
conditions for effective action. 

Because the fundamental issue is the future 
of humanity. What pushes us to act is this 
realization that uncontrolled climate change 
can cause human life on Earth to become 
much more difficult, if not impossible. 
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Minimum Monument, an ephemeral 
public art project by Brazilian artist Néle 

Azevedo. Hundreds of tiny human ice 
figures thaw in high temperatures the 
moment they are installed.  São Paulo, 

Brazil, 2016.
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The ethical principles of climate change
Climate change not only threatens our ecosystems, it undermines the foundation of our 
fundamental rights, deepens inequalities and creates new forms of injustice. Adapting 
to climate change and trying to mitigate its impacts are not just a matter of scientific 
knowledge and political will; they also demand a broader view of a complex situation. 

In order to help Member States and other stakeholders to make appropriate decisions 
and implement effective policies for sustainable development, adaptation to climate 
change and the mitigation of its negative effects, UNESCO adopted a Declaration of Ethical 
Principles in relation to Climate Change in November 2017.

Ethics constitute the substantial core of any commitment. As a mobilizing force, ethics 
can steer action, facilitate arbitration, resolve conflicting interests, and establish priorities. 
Ethics have the capacity to connect theory with practice, general principles with political 
will, and global awareness with local actions. 

The Declaration adopted by UNESCO is based on six ethical principles:

Prevention of harm: To better anticipate the consequences of climate change and 
implement responsible and effective policies to mitigate and adapt to climate change, 
including through  low greenhouse gas emissions development and initiatives to foster 
climate resilience. 

Precautionary approach: Do not postpone the adoption of measures to prevent or 
mitigate the adverse effects of climate change on the grounds of a lack of definitive 
scientific evidence. 

Equity and justice: Respond to climate change in a way that benefits all, in a spirit of justice 
and equity. Allow those who are unjustly affected by climate change (due to insufficient 
measures or inadequate policies) to access judicial and administrative proceedings, 
including redress and remedy. 

Sustainable development: Adopt new paths for development that make it possible to 
sustainably preserve our ecosystems, while building a more just and responsible society 
that is more resilient to climate change. Special attention must be paid to areas where 
the humanitarian consequences of climate change can be dramatic, such as food, energy, 
water insecurity, the oceans, desertification, land degradation and natural disasters.

Solidarity: Support, individually and collectively, the people and groups most vulnerable 
to climate change and natural disasters, particularly in the Least Developed Countries 
(LDCs) and Small Island Developing States (SIDS). Strengthen timely co-operative action 
in various areas, including technology development and transfer, knowledge-sharing and 
capacity-building. 

Scienti�c knowledge and integrity in decision-making: Strengthen the interface between 
science and policy to optimally aid decision-making and the implementation of relevant 
long-term strategies, including risk prediction. Promote the independence of science and 
widely disseminate its findings to as many people as possible, for the benefit of all. 

UNESCO has long-standing experience in environmental ethics, supported by the World 
Commission on the Ethics of Scientific Knowledge and Technology (COMEST), created in  
1998. As an advisory body and a forum for reflection, COMEST has published a series of 
reports over the past decade, that have helped to inform public debate. Its 2015 report 
served as the basis for the Declaration of Ethical Principles in relation to Climate Change. 

The principle of responsibility for future 
generations and the principle of solidarity of 
all towards all, are essential for an equitable 
management of the ecological crisis.

A Belgian biologist and philosopher, 
Bernard Feltz is Professor Emeritus at 
the Catholic University of Louvain. His 
research focuses on the philosophy 
of ecology, bioethical issues and 
science-society relations. He is currently 
Belgium’s representative on UNESCO’s 
Intergovernmental Bioethics Committee 
(IGBC).

A dimension of the ecological crisis, 
climate change paves the way for 
a more specific reflection on the 
relationship between science and 
politics
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Catriona McKinnon 

Climate denial has increased the risk of catastrophic global change. 
Should international criminal law be used against those who 
promote this dangerous trend? Economic and political leaders can no 
longer pretend it is business as usual. Whether they actively induce 
environmental harm or just ignore the existential threat against the 
survival of the human species, states and corporations must be held 
accountable for their actions or inaction regarding climate change.

Climate crimes 
must be brought to justice

We reserve the hard treatment of 
punishment for conduct that damages 
the things we hold most fundamentally 
valuable. Climate change is causing precisely 
such damage. 

Over the last 250 years or so, we have 
burned fossil fuels for cheap energy, 
destroyed carbon sinks, grown the global 
population, and failed to halt the malign 

A fire has started in the theatre, from which 
there are no exits. Unchecked, the fire will 
kill and injure many in the theatre, starting 
with those in the cheapest seats. Many 
people can smell the smoke, but some 
others have not noticed it yet. Some people 
are trying to warn everyone so that the fire 
can be contained before it spreads out of 
control. Another group – sitting mainly in 
the most expensive seats – is trying to shout 
loudly that there is no fire, or that it is not 
serious, or that there is plenty of time left to 
put it out. This group uses emotive language 
and insists that the other group is not to be 
trusted. 

Many people in the theatre are confused by 
these conflicting messages or convinced by 
the fire deniers. There are enough people in 
this combined set to significantly slow down 
the efforts of those listening to the accurate 
warnings, those who are trying to put out 
the fire. In this scenario, those shouting “No 
fire!” ought to be silenced, because there is 
a fire that requires urgent and immediate 
action to prevent it from spreading and 
becoming uncontrollable. But the fire is not 
being tackled properly because many of the 
people in the theatre do not know whom to 
believe.  

Can we compare those who deny the 
reality of climate change to the group that 
occupies the best seats in the theatre? The 
answer seems obvious: yes.

Accelerating the 
extinction of humanity 
Criminal sanctions are the most potent 
tools we have to mark out conduct that 
lies beyond all limits of toleration. Criminal 
conduct violates basic rights and destroys 
human security. 
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influence of corporate interests on 
political action that could have made 
mitigation manageable. Now, we have a 
window of just ten years or less to avoid 
using up the carbon budget for 1.5 °C, 
according to the 2018 Special Report of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC). If we continue on our current 
trajectory of emissions without aggressive 
mitigation, we could see warming in the 
range of 4–6.1 °C above pre-industrial 
averages by 2100. Even if all countries meet 
their current mitigation targets under the 
Paris Agreement 2015 (COP21), we are likely 
to see warming of at least 2.6 °C by 2100.

A 4–6.1 °C rise in temperature by 2100 
would be catastrophic. Large areas of the 
earth would become uninhabitable as sea 
levels rise and temperatures soar. Severe 
weather events, crop failure, and conflict 
in the face of mass migration never before 
seen in human history, would place intense 
pressure on remaining habitable places. 

In these fragile and febrile conditions, 
positive feedback from warming could put 
humanity at risk of extinction, according 
to the journal, Futures, September 2018. 
This feedback occurs when tipping points 
are passed in the climate system, causing 
processes to be unleashed that exacerbate 
warming. For example, the transformation of 
the Amazon forest from the world’s largest 
carbon sink to a carbon source; or, the 
massive retreat of polar ice, which reduces 
the planet’s reflectivity, leading it to warm 
at a greater speed. These tipping points are 
described in the IPCC’s Fifth Assessment 
Report (AR5) as a critical threshold at which 
global or regional climate changes from a 
stable state to another stable state.

Temperature rises of 4–6.1 °C are not likely, 
but they are not science fiction either. 
Each year that passes without aggressive 
mitigation to reach net-zero emissions by 
2050 makes this existential threat more real. 
Even if the Paris Agreement aggressively 
ratchets up mitigation ambition to close 
the emissions gap by 2030, it remains the 
case that we have already reached 1 °C 
of warming. Given the time lag between 
emissions and the warming they induce – 
due to the long lifetime of carbon molecules 
in the atmosphere – further increases are to 
be expected.

Between irresponsible 
behaviour …
Should we use criminal law to tackle 
climate change? The current generation 
of people alive in the Anthropocene is 
capable of damaging and degrading the 
environment in ways that could make 
humanity go extinct. Postericide is a morally 
required response to humanity’s changed 
circumstances in the Anthropocene. The 
scope of international criminal law makes 
it the right site to address the existential 
threats created by climate change. 
International criminal law aims to protect 
the entire human community irrespective of 
national borders, now and into the future. 

International criminal law expresses the 
values that bind the human community 
together across time. It asserts the 
condemnation of “unimaginable atrocities 
that deeply shock the conscience of 
humanity” – as stipulated in the Rome 
Statute of the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) of 17 July 1998, which defines, inter 
alia, the international crimes over which the 
ICC has jurisdiction.

For there to be a crime, there must be a 
criminal. The death and suffering caused 
by climate impacts is deeply shocking, but 
this is not enough to prompt prosecution 
under international criminal law. Death and 
suffering are caused by volcanic eruptions, 
yet there are no culpable agents in these 
cases.

The current climate crisis has been caused 
by human activity over the last two and 
a half centuries or so, leading to the 
accumulation of greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere. The crisis is in large part an 
unintended consequence of action across 
history that has led to the destruction of  
carbon sinks, increased carbon flows, and 
concentrated carbon stocks.

Most of this conduct is beyond the 
legitimate reach of international criminal 
law, not least because the relevant people 
are dead. Most, but not all.

… and postericide
I have proposed that international criminal 
law should be expanded to include a new 
criminal offence that I call postericide. It 
is committed by intentional or reckless 
conduct fit to bring about the extinction of 
humanity. Postericide is committed when 
humanity is put at risk of extinction by 
conduct performed either with the intention 
of making humanity go extinct, or with 
the knowledge that the conduct is fit to 
have this effect. When a person knows that 
their conduct will impose an impermissible 
risk on another and acts anyway, they are 
reckless. It is in the domain of reckless 
conduct, making climate change worse, that 
we should look for postericidal conduct. 

The scope of international 
criminal law makes it the 
right site to address the 
existential threats created 
by climate change

“Climate denial has benefited from the 
generosity of the fossil fuel industry.”
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Climate denial has seriously impeded 
aggressive mitigation efforts that could have 
averted our present climate emergency. It 
has magnified the risk that humanity locks 
in to catastrophic global climate change. The 
people in positions of authority in states, 
or industrial groups whose lies have put 
us and our descendants in peril, should be 
held accountable. The damage that climate 
deniers do is heinous, and they have no 
excuses. The time has come to prosecute 
them for postericide.

Professor of Political Theory at the University 
of Exeter, United Kingdom, Catriona 
McKinnon has published numerous 
articles and books on climate justice, and 
on toleration and liberal political ideals. 
She is currently completing a monograph 
defending postericide (Endangering 
Humanity: An International Crime), writing an 
introductory book on climate justice, and 
researching the ethical questions raised by 
geoengineering. 

Hummingbird Rising, a mandala for 
climate justice in San Francisco, United 
States, by American artist John Quigley, 

2018. It is a message to world leaders that 
the climate has changed and so must we.  

No one person’s emissions are fit to bring 
about human extinction as a result of 
climate impacts – the many private jets 
and oil wells they own can do so, however. 
But individual people in their roles as 
political and corporate leaders can exert 
extensive control over how much worse 
climate change becomes as a result of their 
executive action. A country’s president 
can withdraw an entire state from a global 
agreement on mitigation; a Chief Executive 
Officer can authorize the withholding of 
information about the progress and impacts 
of climate change because it threatens the 
corporation’s bottom line.

Individuals often have control over 
conduct they do not perform themselves 
– for example, by giving direct orders to 
subordinates, or by virtue of the special 
relationship in which they stand to others 
whose conduct causes harm. This means 
that we can assign vicarious liability to 
individuals of power, authority and influence 
within groups that, as collectives, worsen 
climate change in ways fit to make humanity 
go extinct. Just as international criminal 
law holds military leaders to account for 
genocide committed by their troops, it 
should hold political and economic leaders 
to account for postericide committed under 
their authority. These leaders should go to 
trial at the ICC and be held to account at the 
bar of the human community’s fundamental 
shared values.

Who should be prosecuted for postericide? 
We could start by examining the established 
international network of well-funded 
organizations devoted to organized climate 
denial (For more on this subject, read “Text-
mining the signals of climate change doubt”, 
in the journal Global Environmental Change, 
Volume 36, January 2016).  The epicentre of 
this activity is in the United States. A set of 
Conservative think-tanks has deliberately 
deceived the public and policymakers 
about the realities of climate change. Their 
ideologically-driven climate denial has been 
heavily funded by the fossil fuel industry; 
which includes, for example, Koch Industries 
and ExxonMobil. This climate denial has had 
a significant impact on public opinion and 
has impeded legislation to tackle climate 
change. 

Vicarious criminal 
liability
Should Rex Tillerson [the former CEO of 
ExxonMobil, who also served as US Secretary 
of State from February 2017 to March 2018], 
Charles Koch and David Koch [the owners 
of Koch Industries] be tried for the crime 
of postericide at the ICC? Their vicarious 
criminal liability would be generated by 
their authorization of multiple acts of 
climate denial by others, without which 
early aggressive political action on climate 
change would have been more likely. 
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The years go by and new records are set 
for rising temperatures. Greenhouse gases 
(GHG) continue to increase, and populations 
the world over are more and more 
concerned and discontented about the lack 
of responsiveness of states to the climate 
change crisis. As a result, the number of 
lawsuits against climate change inaction is 
rising sharply.

The first case of this kind in the world 
was filed in 2013, in the Netherlands. 
The Urgenda Foundation, a Dutch 
environmental group, sued the government  
for “the failure of the Dutch state to take 
sufficient actions to prevent dangerous 
climate change”. At the time, the 
Netherlands was one of the most polluting 
countries in the European Union, and the 
Foundation demanded it take action to 
reduce the country’s emissions by twenty-
five per cent to forty per cent by 2020 
(compared to 1990 levels). 

On 24 June 2015, the District Court of 
The Hague ruled in favour of Urgenda – a 
judgement confirmed on 9 October 2018 
by the Hague Court of Appeal, based 
on scientifically established facts and 
in line with the traditional principle of a 
government’s duty of care. The court ruled 
that Dutch GHG emissions must be reduced 
by at least twenty-five per cent. Recognized 
as the world’s first climate liability lawsuit, 
this ruling sets a precedent that has 
since inspired other legal actions around 
the world.

Anne-Sophie Novel 

More and more citizens and non-
governmental organizations 
around the world are going to 
court to seek climate change 
justice. The unprecedented extent 
of these disputes deserves to be 
highlighted. This relatively recent 
type of litigation is forging public 
opinion, and constitutes a form of 
pressure on states and industries 
that is forcing them out of their 
inertia.

Climate change: 
A new subject for the law

On 5 April 2018, the Supreme Court 
in Colombia ruled in favour of twenty-
five young people who had sued the 
government for failing to guarantee 
their fundamental rights to life and 
the environment. With the support of 
Dejusticia, a Bogota-based human rights 
non-governmental organization (NGO), 
they obtained a court ruling ordering the 
government, provincial governors and 
municipalities to draw up an action plan to 
preserve the forest – recalling their duty to 
protect nature and the climate on behalf of 
present and future generations.

Earlier in the same year in Norway, a verdict 
that was less favourable for the plaintiffs was 
delivered. In 2015, two NGOs, Greenpeace 
Nordic and Nature and Youth, had opposed 
the opening of new oil and gas drilling areas 
in the Barents Sea in the Arctic Ocean, one 
of the most fragile ecosystems in the world. 
But the Oslo Court ruled that these new 
drilling efforts were not in violation of the 
Norwegian Constitution. The NGOs were 
required to reimburse 580,000 Norwegian 
kroner ($66,100) in legal costs to the 
government.
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Poster by Cambodian-American illustrator 
Peter Pa, commissioned by amplifier.org.
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Also in 2015, in the United States, twenty-
one youth represented by the non-profit 
Our Children’s Trust, filed an appeal in an 
Oregon court, demanding that the US 
federal government reduce carbon dioxide 
(CO2) emissions significantly. Their plaint 
asserted that the government, through 
affirmative actions that cause climate change, 
has violated the youngest generation’s 
constitutional rights to life, liberty and 
property and failed to protect essential 
public trust resources. Known as the Juliana v. 
United States Youth Climate Lawsuit, this trial 
has yet to be admitted to the US Supreme 
Court, in spite of the support of thousands 
of people – including members of the US 
Congress, legal scholars, businessmen, 
historians, medical doctors, international 
lawyers, environmentalists – and more than 
32,000 youth under the age of 25.

At a hearing in the case held by the Ninth 
Circuit Court of Appeals [a US federal court 
preceding the Supreme Court] on 4 June 
2019, a three-judge panel remained sceptical 
of whether the court had any role to play 
in dealing with the landmark case. Their 
decision could have important implications 
on whether or not the courts can be used to 
pursue climate action in the US. 

By contrast, in Pakistan in 2015, a farmer 
successfully petitioned judges to force 
the government of this country – which is 
particularly affected by global warming – to 
adopt climate legislation to protect his farm 
and guarantee his right to food and access 
to water.

In France, the first lawsuit related to 
climate change was initiated in December 
2018 by Notre Affaire à Tous, a climate 
justice association, with three other NGOs 
(Oxfam France, Greenpeace France and the 
Fondation Nicolas Hulot pour la nature et 
l’homme). 

Dubbed the “case of the century”, it 
presented six demands to the government: 
the inclusion of climate in the constitution; 
the recognition of climate change as 
a crime of ecocide; the possibility for 
citizens to defend climate well-being in 
court; the reduction of GHG emissions; 
the regulation of multinational companies’ 
activities, and an end to subsidies for 
fossil fuels. 

Aided by numerous influencers, the petition 
was an unprecedented success, with more 
than two million signatures obtained in a 
few weeks. In March 2019, when there was 
still no response from the government, the 
NGOs filed an appeal. 

Going to  
court is an 
effective means 
to compel 
action

Poster by American artist and activist Chip 
Thomas, commissioned by amplifier.org, 

a design lab that creates art to amplify the 
voices of grassroots movements. 
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They are aware that the procedure will drag 
on, but hope to raise public awareness and 
promote the idea that going to court is an 
effective means to compel action.

At the European level, the first litigation 
was initiated by a group of ten families from 
eight countries – France, Portugal, Romania, 
Italy, Germany, Sweden, and also Kenya 
and Fiji – in May 2018. The plaintiffs of the 
People’s Climate Case took the European 
Parliament and the Council of the European 
Union to the European General Court (EGC) 
for having allowed too high a level of GHG 
emissions. According to a press release 
from the People’s Climate Case in April 
2019, the plaintiffs called on EU leaders 
to reduce GHG emissions by fifty-five per 
cent by 2030 (compared to 1990), instead 
of the target of forty per cent. According to 
them, the currently set target is “inadequate 
with respect to the real need to prevent 
dangerous climate change and far from 
what is needed to protect our fundamental 
rights of life, health, occupation and 
property.” 

While recognizing that climate change 
affects all Europeans in different ways, 
the EGC dismissed the case on procedural 
grounds in May 2019, saying the plaintiffs 
did not have a right to go to court to 
challenge the EU’s 2030 climate target. The 
families who initiated the lawsuit  plan to 
appeal to the European Court of Justice – it 
is a case to be followed. 

Suing corporations for 
climate change 
Legal action for climate crime is also being 
taken against the private sector. The nature 
of the claims differs according to the 
target. From states, plaintiffs demand more 
urgent, proactive and binding mobilization 
and action. From the private sector, they 
increasingly litigate for compensation for 
losses (crops, infrastructure) in the event 
of climate change hazards (heat waves, 
droughts, floods, etc.) or the management 
of upstream developments, in coastal areas 
in particular.

One of the most significant lawsuits in 
the private sector was filed in Germany 
in November 2017. After two years of 
proceedings, the court agreed to hear the 
case of Saúl Luciano Lliuya, a Peruvian 
peasant and mountain guide from the city 
of Huaraz (100,000 inhabitants). Lliuya is 
suing German energy giant RWE, Europe’s 
largest carbon emitter, to force it to pay for 
the damages caused by climate change in 
the Andes. Once his lawsuit was deemed 
admissible, the case entered the expert 
appraisal phase. It was a symbolic step 
forward to commit states and corporations 
to global climate justice. 

In the Philippines, in 2015, survivors of the 
Haiyan super-typhoon and a coalition of 
NGOs filed a petition with the country’s 
Human Rights Commission for action 
against forty-seven  multinationals, 
including Shell, ExxonMobil and Chevron. 
They demanded an investigation into 
human rights violations related to the 
effects of climate change and ocean 
acidification, and the possible failure of 
the most polluting companies to meet 
their responsibilities to the Filipino people. 
Another legal case to be followed. 

In the US, lawsuits against the oil industry 
are multiplying. Big Oil [as the clutch of the 
world’s largest publicly-traded oil and gas 
companies are known] has been accused of 
being responsible for climate change and 
its effects (rising water levels and coastal 
erosion) and of deliberately “discrediting” 
climate science.

The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) recorded nearly 900 
climate cases worldwide, as of May 2017. 
The figure is increasing daily: in May 2018, 
the database of the Sabin Center for Climate 
Change Law at Columbia University in New 
York counted 1,440 court cases related to 
climate worldwide, including 1,151 in the 
US. 

“Sometimes plaintiffs know very well that 
the trial has no chance of success, but it’s 
the media coverage that counts, and the 
way the lawsuit is orchestrated,” explains 
Sandrine Maljean-Dubois, CNRS (National 
Centre for Scientific Research) Research 
Director at the University of Aix-Marseille, 
France. According to her, “the main issue is 
to establish that the state has failed, that it 
is responsible for this deficiency and that it 
must remedy this and choose the means to 
comply with its obligations.” It is therefore 
a question of obtaining action rather than 
compensation and of exerting political 
pressure through lawsuits, but also through 
marches or strikes for the climate, and 
ultimately of seeing civil society adopting 
this type of approach to other subjects – air 
pollution, biodiversity, the environment, etc. 
“Even losing a lawsuit can be positive, to 
show the inadequacy of the law,” concludes 
Maljean-Dubois.

A French journalist, author and film director 
who focuses on environmental, economic 
and social issues, Anne-Sophie Novel 
works for Le Monde, Le 1, Public Sénat 
and specialized French publications. She 
directed the documentary Les médias, le 
monde et moi (The Media, the World and Me), 
a preview of which was held at UNESCO on 
28 March 2019.

Even losing 
a lawsuit can 
be positive, 
to show the 
inadequacy 
of the law

UNESCO Green Citizens 
Learning about and sharing initiatives aimed at providing sustainable solutions to the 
challenges of everyday life is the objective of  UNESCO’s Green Citizens project. It was 
launched following the success of a travelling exhibition of the same name in 2015, 
which presented projects started by twenty-five citizens committed to transforming 
their lives and those of their generation – in Egypt, France, India, Japan, Morocco, 
Nicaragua, Senegal,  United States, Vanuatu, and other countries.

Discover the stories of Fatou Aidara, Elizabeth Salomon, Alberto Lopez, Ezzat Guindy, 
Syo Ogasawara, Janaki, Claudia Valle and other Pathfinders for Change on UNESCO’s 
Green Citizens website (https://en.unesco.org/greencitizens/green-citizens).
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Thiagarajan Jayaraman,  
interviewed by Shiraz Sidhva

There is a tendency in the public 
debate on climate change to 
present the use and development 
of green technologies as a miracle 
solution or panacea. We often 
forget one aspect: it is crucial to 
ensure that their development 
goes hand in hand with social 
justice. “The realization that it 
is not just global warming that 
we are dealing with, but global 
warming in an unequal and 
unjust world, has yet to sink 
in,” according to Thiagarajan 
Jayaraman. Without equality and 
equity – in other words, without 
peace and security – we cannot 
effectively fight climate change, 
the Indian climate policy expert 
insists.

Climate and 

social justice 

Does the current push towards green 
technologies overshadow the need to focus 
on equality and social justice in the �ght 
against climate change?

This is definitely an issue that needs to 
be explored. I think there is a general 
recognition that you could hardly fight 
what is the most prominent environmental 
threat to humanity while you ignore issues 
of equality and social justice. The natural 
tendency is to argue that fighting climate 
change must go hand in hand with social 
justice. Unfortunately, the term social justice 
gets diluted in the usual international 
agency-speak in which this subject is 
sometimes being dealt with, and then you 
lose a specific understanding of what social 
justice means – it means very different 
things to  different people.

For me, at least one reading of social justice 
is having a regime or social economic 
order that leads to the enhancement, the 
extension and the development of human 
capabilities.

Obviously, one cannot speak of saving 
humanity while talking about tolerating 
injustices in the social and economic 
world. But in practice what happens is 
that there is a tendency in a section of the 
polity − especially among those who are 
environmentalists − to argue that the one 
is so important, that the other has to be put 
on the back burner. For instance, you shut 
down factories that are polluting before 
you worry about what is going to happen 
to those who are employed there. That kind 
of issue is where the question of equity and 
justice becomes really sharp.

Maskbook, an international participatory 
and artistic project by Art of Change 

21, an association which raises public 
awareness on the climate issue. 

So how do you avoid these pitfalls of social 
inequity while undertaking the development 
of green infrastructure?

This is not just an issue about the 
development of green infrastructure, but in 
all varieties of climate action, and there is no 
easy solution to it. To pretend otherwise is 
to fool ourselves. For instance, people talk 
of adaptation, of vulnerability or dealing 
with the needs of the vulnerable in a certain 
way as part of adaptation. This is the same 
jargon, slightly displaced, that comes from 
earlier talk about poverty eradication, like 
sustainable livelihoods. It’s not as if such 
talk does much to push poverty eradication 
along. There is no easy route to ensuring 
social equity as part of climate action.  Like 
all other developmental agendas, the fight 
for an equitable and just world is an ongoing 
fight, and it will continue. The important 
thing is to be very clear that climate is no 
exception.

There is a tendency, which has become 
prominent recently, since the publication 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) Special Report on Global 
Warming of 1.5 °C, wherein it is sought to 
be argued that a 1.5 °C world is naturally 
equitable. I think this is completely bogus 
− it’s not as if you can completely conflate 
social justice, equity and development with 
keeping the world average temperature 
increase at 1.5 °C. It amounts to saying that 
all problems of injustice are environmental 
in origin, which is obviously an absurd 
statement. 



The UNESCO Courier • July-September 2019   |   17  

Are the developed countries willing to 
help out to achieve this leapfrogging of 
developing countries to help �ght climate 
change?

The effort is very patchy. Where developed 
countries sense opportunities, they are keen 
to bring their technologies to developing 
countries, as in electric vehicles. The other 
problem is that they want all-or-nothing 
solutions, which will not work. For instance, 
they want India not to invest in coal. My 
point is, when developed countries are 
unable to implement the coal-to-renewables 
transition, and in effect doing only coal-
to-gas, why are they asking developing 
countries to do this?

Why are developed countries so slow in 
reforming the transport sector? Why is there 
not a push for electric mobility in developed 
countries, comparable to the push that is 
happening in countries like India and China? 
China has entire cities, like Shenzhen, which 
are run on electric transport. There’s nothing 
of the kind in the West. Forget electric 
mobility – even the most stringent norms 
on emissions have been deferred for a few 
more years in the European Union. Transport 
is a sector where developed countries have 
been getting away with doing very little.
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Preserving biodiversity with solidarity
One million species are at risk of extinction if we don’t act to save them, is the stark 
warning of the 2019 Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. 
Human activity has caused a biodiversity crisis that threatens every ecosystem in the 
world, according to a sweeping 1,500-page report published by the Intergovernmental 
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), an 
independent intergovernmental environmental organization based in Bonn, Germany.  

“The health of ecosystems on which we and all other species depend is deteriorating 
more rapidly than ever. We are eroding the very foundations of our economies, 
livelihoods, food security, health and quality of life worldwide,” Robert Watson, 
environmental scientist and former IPBES chair, said. 

“Protecting biodiversity is as vital as fighting climate change,” Audrey Azoulay, Director-
General of UNESCO, an institutional partner of IPBES, said. A summary of the report for 
policymakers and the media, approved by 132 governments, was released in May 2019 
at UNESCO Headquarters. 

Compiled by 145 authors from fifty countries, the intergovernmental report, to be 
released in late 2019, is the first global biodiversity assessment since 2005. 

Human action has already severely altered about seventy-five per cent of the land 
environment and sixty-six per cent of the marine environment, the report finds. 
Protecting biodiversity and nature is the key to progressing towards the attainment of 
the global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

The report stresses that nation states have a responsibility towards future generations 
to act in solidarity to ensure that the planet remains inhabitable. The scope of 
“transformative changes across economic, social, political and technological factors” 
to correct the alarming trends of degradation are explored. It dismisses the notion that 
degradation of biodiversity is only an environmental issue. It is, in reality, an economic, 
development, security, social, ethical and moral issue, and everyone is a stakeholder. 

https://en.unesco.org/links/biodiversity/ipbes

Politicians who are aware of the threat of 
climate change and its scope have been 
trying to get businesses to back green 
industries, saying they will create millions of 
new jobs and fresh opportunities for growth. 
Is social justice a part of this equation?

So far, there has been a tendency to 
mollycoddle businesses and hope that they 
will do right by climate change and social 
justice. But this is a strategy doomed to 
failure. 

Developed countries have reached a 
stalemate on this in climate talks. They go 
back and forth on carbon taxes, on carbon 
trading, but why can’t they mandate certain 
targets to be reached by certain industries? 
There have to be tighter regulations. 
Otherwise they should be made to pay the 
penalty, and that hardly seems to be on the 
agenda. To believe that somehow you can 
sweet-talk businesses into acting morally, 
or scare them into taking the right steps, 
seems to me a little absurd. I don’t think it’s a 
very useful point of view either – economics 
doesn’t work like that. Companies like Shell 
and ExxonMobil make polite noises about 
investing in green technologies, and then 
continue their business as usual.

I think that you need a two-pronged 
strategy on technology for the world: in 
developed countries, push very hard to 
convert rapidly to green technologies, which 
is not happening fast enough. For instance, 
many developed countries are still thinking 
of substituting gas for coal − both are fossil 
fuels − instead of going for renewables.

The other leg of the strategy is that 
developing countries must leapfrog in 
moderate amounts. This has to be done in 
a sensible way. They cannot be expected 
to leapfrog from centuries-old biomass 
burning to state-of-the-art solar power. To 
move an economy from one level of energy 
use and efficiency to a completely different 
level is not simply a matter of saying, ‘If you 
try hard enough, it can be done’. It’s more 
complicated than that.
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In a wide variety of other sectors, the 
urgency which emerges in the talks of 
climate scientists is not reflected in policy 
and real climate action. Even in the official 
documents of the developed countries 
themselves, they are clear they will be hard-
put to meet their Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDC) targets at the rate at 
which they are moving today. There is hardly 
any real furore over this in climate policy 
circles.

If climate change escalates, the 
consequences and indirect consequences 
� an increase in migration, for example � 
will also a�ect the wealthy countries. Do you 
think self-interest � like mitigating migration 
� can motivate wealthy countries to support 
social justice?

There are two kinds of self-interest: one is 
the self-interest in a stable global order, 
and the other is self-interest in one’s own 
country. But when it comes to the US, 
unfortunately there is not even self-interest 
with regard to the conditions of life in the 
US itself. A recent study has suggested that 
the higher rate of warming in the higher 
latitudes will create a lot of extra storm 
activity and this especially refers to Canada, 
the US, the EU and Russia. 

There is this new wave of thinking which 
attributes all migration and conflicts to 
climate or environmental conditions. Some 
of it seems to be an effort to awaken the 
self-interest of developed countries, but 
from the global security perspective. But 
war or armed conflicts – which have a 
lot to do with migration – are very much 
problems of social and political conditions 
and are not simply climate-driven. For 
instance, the North African migration to 
Europe has a great deal to do with the 
huge destabilization and overthrow of 
regimes that provided some basic welfare, 
so obviously people are fleeing in the 
tens of thousands. The conflation of this 
with the impact of climate change is quite 
unwarranted.

A peaceful and secure world is a 
precondition for dealing effectively with 
climate change. But that does not mean 
peace and security will arise because you 
take effective climate action.

An Indian academic who has focused on 
climate action and climate justice for more 
than a decade, Thiagarajan Jayaraman is 
a professor at the School of Habitat Studies 
at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, 
Mumbai, India. He is also a member of the 
Planning Board of the government of Kerala 
state and has worked with the Government 
of India on climate policy issues.

There is no easy route 
to ensuring social equity  
as part of climate action

These are the countries − except perhaps 
for the EU, which is not in the same league 
− that hardly discuss their own countries as 
the sites of the most demanding adaptation 
requirements, when in fact they should be 
doing so. Australia is now a huge burden of 
adaptation − all those forest fires contribute 
a lot to climate change.

This idea that adaptation is a problem 
of the third world – and not of their own 
(developed) countries – which has gained 
ground in some of the policy discourse, is, 
I think, unfortunate. In fact, if you compare 
sea-level rise at 1.5 °C to that at 2 °C – in 
terms of the number of people affected by 
it, North America has the highest absolute 
numbers of people who will be affected, 
even more than the island states. The idea 
that self-interest should make them worry 
about the environmental conditions of 
human life in the developed world itself, is 
not quite there. It has come home, to some 
extent I believe, in Europe, though it doesn’t 
seem to affect all their behaviour. But I think 
in many other places, this realization has not 
really sunk in.

“A peaceful and secure world is a 
precondition for dealing effectively with 

climate change.”
 Luc Schuiten
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In 2014, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (the 
movement for the restoration of justice, 
PTI) the political party which governed KP 
between 2014-2018, jumped into the global 
fray and joined the Bonn Challenge – which 
aims to restore 150 million hectares of the 
world’s degraded and deforested lands by 
2020. Headed by former cricketer-turned-
politician Imran Khan, the PTI ambitiously 
pledged to restore 350,000 hectares of forest 
and degraded land from 2014 to 2018.

More than  
a billion trees
In the short time it had, the forest 
department could not have completed or 
done what the political party had pledged, 
all on its own. 

The model adopted for the BTTAP became 
a business involving local communities. “We 
were able to complete the project in August 
2017, ahead of time!” said Malik Amin Aslam, 
who is currently federal minister and Climate 
Change Advisor to Imran Khan, who became 
the country’s prime  minister in 2018.

Zofeen T. Ebrahim

A billion trees have been planted 
in recent years in the Pakistani 
province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 
about fifty kilometres from 
Islamabad, the country’s 
capital. The landscape has been 
transformed, and so has society. 
The fight against global warming 
and the fight against poverty are 
one and the same. 

	 Pakistan: 

Green again 

“The cost was estimated to be 22 billion 
Pakistani rupees ($155 million), and it was 
completed at Rs14 billion ($99 million), an 
anomaly for a government-funded project, 
which usually go over budget,” pointed 
out Aslam, who was the force behind the 
initiative. In less than three years, 1.18 billion 
trees were grown.

The four-pronged strategy employed 
included planting new trees and 
regenerating existing forests; ensuring a 
high level of transparency; making this a 
people-centred programme; and taking on 
the powerful timber “mafia” or the illegal 
loggers.

According to Aslam, who also serves as 
Global Vice President of the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
sixty per cent of the billion-tree target 
was reached by “natural regeneration 
through community-managed protection 
of the forests”. These forests were divided 
into about 4,000 enclosures, with the 
communities given the incentive of 
collecting dead wood. 

Sitting comfortably on a footstool in her 
backyard under a tree providing her ample 
shade, Farzana Bibi puts a fistful of earth 
from the mound next to her into a black 
elongated rubber pocket. The clucking of 
hens and the lone rooster prancing around 
her tiny green backyard make for a perfect 
pastoral backdrop. Once filled to the top, she 
deftly makes a dip in the middle of the tube, 
lodges a seed in it and covers it with soil.

Idyllic and surrounded by mountains, Bibi’s 
village of Najafpur, in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
(KP) province, is some fifty kilometres from 
Islamabad, the capital of Pakistan. 

She is among the 400 women who have 
been trained in modern ways to prepare and 
propagate plant nurseries in their backyards 
and sell the saplings to the provincial 
government’s forest department. It is part of 
the government’s Green Growth Initiative’s 
(GGI) Billion Tree Tsunami Afforestation 
Project (BTTAP), to fight climate change and 
pollution by planting trees.

Pakistan’s total forest cover ranges between 
two per cent and five per cent of the land 
area – making it a country with one of the 
lowest forest cover in the region and well 
below the twelve per cent recommended by 
the United Nations. 

Farzana Bibi puts a fistful of earth into 
a rubber pocket. 
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For organizations and their managers, 
it is an opportunity to entrust more and 
more managerial responsibilities to AI: 
optimizing purchasing, logistics, the security 
of installations and databases, selection and 
recruitment, the distribution of tools and 
human resources – all this in real time, with 
maximum flexibility. 

But is everything in the capabilities of these 
algorithms worth accepting? Anything at 
all, at any price, in the name of efficiency 
and profitability? The dizzying pace of 
successive innovations and disruptions, and 
the increasing concentration of innovation 
hubs in the hands of a few, must keep us on 
the alert. Especially since this trend towards 
the delegation of responsibilities will only 
increase when AI develops to become 
more generalized. It is already setting the 
stage for this by extending its connectivity 
network to our entire real environment, in 
a technological trend where interfaces are 
becoming more invisible and intuitive. 

A tale 
	 of two futures

Sandrine Cathelat and Mathilde Hervieu

Is artificial intelligence (AI) on the 
verge of becoming completely 
autonomous? The answer will 
depend on us alone. It is up 
to us to define the future of 
humanity, in harmony with 
this technological tool that 
we sometimes perceive as a 
terrifying monster.

As we have seen for several years now, 
the latest technological developments are 
creating a service-based ecosystem that is 
ever easier to use. Steering this convenient 
ecosystem, is AI! For the individual, citizen 
or consumer, it means an increasingly wide 
range of user-friendly services, available 
to simplify their lives and make optimized 
choices. For the worker, self-employed or 
salaried, it provides the advantage of a more 
objective assessment, more immediate 
access to know-how and experts, digital 
assistance at all times to be up for the task.

We are at the crossroads of civilizations, 
and a major challenge is emerging: what 
status, what place, what use for Homo 
sapiens in this digitalized ecosystem (hybrid 
at best) of the twenty-first century? Are 
we experiencing the opportunity here, to 
redefine human beings and their humanity 
in order to better envisage life with AI and 
its multiple incarnations? What scenarios 
of the future should we envisage and write 
(since it is still our responsibility to wield the 
pen)? It is certainly high time to reflect and 
to choose which strategy to adopt in the 
face of digital empowerment: prohibit or 
regulate, to reverse the course of innovation 
or at least to slow it down? Should we bet  
on a new kind of cyborg human species to 
animate the man-machine competition, 
on the machine’s own playing field? Or 
demonstrate creative plasticity by imagining 
a society of complementary collaborations 
between human and digital capacities?

Robotics conception,  
by Cuban artist Falco.

©
 A

le
x 

Fa
lc

o 
C

ha
ng

 /
 C

ar
to

on
 M

ov
em

en
t
































	Contents



