
Page 1 

Summary of Deep Adaptation by Jem Bendell (July 2018) 
 
Goal:  
Allow people to reassess their work and lives in the face of near-term social collapse 
due to climate change. The state of climate change in 2018 indicates near term social 
collapse. This paper fills a gap in the discussion of climate change on society. “Deep 
Adaptation” = a need to change, starting with accepting that society will collapse, and 
the implications of being too late to avert a global environmental catastrophe in the 
lifetimes of people alive today. 
 
Climate Science Update:  

• Warmest 18 years have occurred since 2001 in 136 years of records 
• Global temps up 0.9 C since 1880 
• Most surprising in the Arctic, 2 C above an almost 30-year average 
• Previous models predicted linear feedback in climate. But the data since 2014 

shows that the climate is responding non-linearly, which means that impacts will 
happen more rapidly and severely than anticipated. 

• Warming of the Arctic destabilizes winds in the higher atmosphere leading to 
extreme movements of warmer air in to the Arctic and colder air to the south.  

• Warming leads to dramatic loss in sea ice. The white ice acts to reflect the sun’s 
rays, without it this adds to global warming. 

• This sea ice loss makes up 25% of the temperature increase in the last 30 years. 
• Sea levels are rising due to melting of land ice, most notably in Greenland, and 

thermal expansion of water. 80 mm increase since 1993.  
• These increases in temperature and sea level rise have led to dramatic impacts 

on social, economic, and political systems. Impacts on storm, drought, and flood 
frequency and strength. This in turn impacts agriculture, lower crop yields. There 
are economical and nutritional impacts. 

• About half of the world’s coral reefs have died in the last 30 years due to higher 
water temps and acidification. This degrades the base of the marine food web. 

• Increase in temp leads to rise in spread of mosquito and tick-borne viruses. 
 
Today’s models predict that storms will increase in frequency and strength, that normal 
agriculture will decline, including grain and rice. Sea level rise will pose a threat to 
billions of people living in coastal zones and displace hundreds of millions. An increase 
of 2 C was accepted by climate scientists as a goal to be avoided in 2013. We have not 
done enough to reduce of emissions to avoid that maximum. It is likely that we have 
enough CO2 emissions to have global temps rise 5 C.  
 
This has led to work on removing carbon from the atmosphere with machines. Other 
approaches are biological: planting trees, restoring soils, growing sea grasses, and 
kelp. Implementing these mitigation practices would take a coordinated global effort and 
would mean undoing decades of established agricultural practices. Methane presents in 
even greater threat to the climate. An increase of methane can come from melting 
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surface and subsurface permafrost. How much will reach the atmosphere is hotly 
debated. 
 
Trends in climate change are leading to experiments in geoengineering, like fertilizing 
the oceans and releasing sulfates into the atmosphere. The results from these 
experiments are unpredictable at best. Human ingenuity has been used for 
consumerism and financial engineering instead of finding solutions to the climate crisis, 
this will lead to starvation, destruction, migration, disease, and war. It is unknown 
exactly how disruptive and destructive climate change will be to our economic and 
social systems, but the evidence suggests that it will be catastrophic. Our norms of 
behavior, “civilization”, may also degrade. Some will want to uphold these norms even 
in the face of collapse, others see it as an opportunity for change. 
 
Systems of Denial 
People will deny a possible reality because they want to continue to strive. The “striving” 
is based in a rationale of maintaining self-identities related to espoused values. In 2017, 
New York Magazine published an article outlining the effects of rapid climate warming 
on the environment and humanity. There was a backlash from the environmentalist 
community about the framing of climate change. They didn’t want people to think that 
things were hopeless. The argument made is that to discuss the likelihood and nature of 
social collapse due to climate change is irresponsible because it might trigger 
hopelessness amongst the general public. 
 
Four insights to why people react this way: 
1. People want to keep a positive outlook for themselves and want others to feel the    

same. This can be counter-productive in times for crisis 
2. They are not actually motivated to know the psychological effect on the public but are 

attracted to a certain argument that explains their view. 
3. Paternal instinct to protect the “public”. Get people to be nicer to each other rather 

than demand an overthrow of a corrupt system. 
4. Hopelessness, fear, and despair are seen as entirely negative and to be avoided at 

all cost. This is like getting a terminal diagnosis from a doctor. Hopelessness and 
despair are necessary on the road to a new way of looking at the world.  

 
For “radical hope” look at other societies that have collapsed. The example given is 
Native American societies as they transitioned to reservations. Besides the standard 
alternatives of freedom or death (in service of one’s culture) there is another way, less 
grand yet demanding just as much courage: the way of “creative adaptation.” This form 
of creatively constructed hope may be relevant to our Western civilization as we 
confront disruptive climate change. 
 
Forms of Denial: 
Interpretative: we accept certain facts but interpret them in a way that makes them safer 
to our personal psychology. 
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Implicative: recognizing the troubling implications of these facts but respond by busying 
ourselves on activities that do not arise from a full assessment of the situation. “Doing 
something” without seriously confronting the reality of climate change. 
 
Why professional environmentalists may be in denial: 
1. The natural scientific community tends toward playing it safe and erring on the side of 

least drama. 
2. Personal protection. Some avoid voicing concerns when it goes against social norms 

or personal identity. It is also hard to confront our own death.  
3. Institutional self-interest. Not many companies benefit from the collapse of society 
  
These personal and institutional factors mean that environmental professionals may be 
some of the slowest to process the implications of the latest climate information. And yet 
given this pervasive denial, the public already has a general sense of things getting 
worse.  
 
Framing After Denial 
I agree that climate change is not just a pollution problem, but an indicator of how our 
human psyche and culture became divorced from our natural habitat. However, that 
does not mean we should deprioritize the climate situation for a broader environmental 
agenda. Some see economic and societal collapse as a good thing, offering a potential 
for bringing a post-consumerism way of life that would be more conscious of 
relationships between people and nature. Collapse will be catastrophic and 
unpredictable, making it hard to predict and provide adequate paths for transition. 
Others see the possibility of extinction due to a rapid release of methane into the 
atmosphere.  
 
How likely are things to happen?  
Inevitable collapse, probable catastrophe and possible extinction. 
In my work with mature students, I have found that inviting them to consider collapse as 
inevitable, catastrophe as probable and extinction as possible, has not led to apathy or 
depression. Instead, in a supportive environment, where we have enjoyed community 
with each other, celebrating ancestors and enjoying nature before then looking at this 
information and possible framings for it, something positive happens. I have witnessed a 
shedding of concern for conforming to the status quo, and a new creativity about what 
to focus on going forward. Despite that, a certain discombobulation occurs and remains 
over time as one tries to find a way forward in a society where such perspectives are 
uncommon. Continued sharing about the implications as we transition our work and 
lives is valuable. 
 
Where and when will the collapse or catastrophe begin? When will it affect my 
livelihood and society? Has it already begun?  
Nothing is certain and the future is hard to predict, but it is worthwhile to think about 
these things to make decisions about how we want to live our lives. Ignoring the future 
because it is unlikely to matter might backfire. “Running for the hills” – to create our own 
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eco-community – might backfire. But we definitely know that continuing to work in the 
ways we have done until now is not just backfiring – it is holding the gun to our own 
heads. With this in mind, we can choose to explore how to evolve what we do, without 
any simple answers. 
 
The Deep Adaptation Agenda 
2010 marked a change from carbon emission reduction to adaptation to climate change 
on a global level. Most notably to the UN. Typical projects include improving the ability 
of small-scale farmers to cope with weather variability through the introduction of 
irrigation and the ability of urban planners to respond to rising sea levels and extreme 
rainfall events through reengineering drainage systems. There is a focus on resilience. 
Resilience is the capacity of a system, be it an individual, a forest, a city or an economy, 
to deal with change and continue to develop. It is about how humans and nature can 
use shocks and disturbances like a financial crisis or climate change to spur renewal 
and innovative thinking. The problem comes with an allegiance to development and 
progress. There needs to be a focus on psychological resilience rather than physical.  
 
The 4 R’s of Deep Adaptation: 
 
Resilience: What do we need to let go of in order to not make matters worse? 
Define what cultural norms and behaviors do we want to keep, and which do we 
discard. Resilience includes developing a new way of thinking after collapse.  
 
Relinquishment:  
How do we keep what we really want to keep? 
Giving up certain assets, behaviors, and beliefs (withdrawing from coastlines, shutting 
down vulnerable industrial facilities, giving up certain types of consumption). 
 
Restoration:  
What can we bring back to help us with the coming difficulties and tragedies? 
Rediscovering attitudes and approaches to life that were eroded by hydro-carbon 
society (re-wilding landscapes, so they provide more ecological benefits and require 
less management, changing diets back to match the seasons, rediscovering non-
electronically powered forms of play, and increased community-level productivity and 
support).  
 
Reconciliation: 
What could I make peace with to lessen suffering? 
This question incorporates the idea of reconciliation with one’s death, including any 
difficulties and regrets in one’s life, any anger towards existence itself. It also invites 
reconciliation between peoples, genders, classes, generations, countries, religions and 
political persuasions. Otherwise, without this inner deep adaptation to climate collapse, 
we risk tearing each other apart and dying hellishly. It is time to make our peace. (*This 
fourth R was not in the original paper. The author has since added it via his blog.) 

Summary written by Paul A. Cotter and Christina S. Choate  -  June 6, 2019 


