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Stephen Gardiner’s A Perfect Moral Storm is an epic and forceful account of  
our current moral quandary. Its central argument is that the global, intergen-
erational, and theoretical problems presented by climate change converge in a 
‘perfect storm’ that leads to buck-passing, undermines moral discourse, and 
leads to ‘moral corruption’. Gardiner lays out his forensic analysis in 450 pages, 
and concludes that we are ethically adrift in a climate storm and no easy 
answers are forthcoming.

Globally and temporally, climate change is radically distributed, and this 
distributed character inhibits collective action. Globally, responsibilities for 
climate change are concentrated in the developed nations, but vulnerability is 
greater elsewhere – this creates incentives for moral corruption, such as ratio-
nalization or denial. Temporally, the fact that climate impacts are seriously 
back-loaded, that is, deferred, leaves current generations with little rational 
incentive to act, which in turn further reduces the incentive for subsequent 
generations to step up to the challenge. The final element of the ‘perfect storm’ 
is theoretical: both mainstream economic theories and ethical thought are 
inadequate in the face of climate change, while ‘the conventional grab bag of 
public motivations … do not seem up to the task’ (p. 442).

Each of these manoeuvres involves impressive and at times bewildering 
twists of logical analysis. For example, Gardiner is particularly convincing in 
dismantling the sustainability win-win mantra or the idea that, perversely, cli-
mate change should be seen as ‘an opportunity’. Those who want to re-format 
self-interest to drive a green revolution are distracting themselves (and us) 
from the ethical issues at stake, he argues. The reason for acting on climate 
change is not to make us better off, ‘it is that not acting is to take advantage of 
the poor, the future and nature’ (p. 68). We should act on climate change even 
if it makes us worse off. The search for a win-win scenario is wrongheaded. If 
actions to mitigate climate change are financially costly, then it is a cost worth 
paying, morally speaking. Beneath the detailed discussion, then, is a much 
simpler, more forceful argument – that decisions concerning what to do about 
climate change should be rooted in what is morally and ethically right.

Stylistically, Gardiner combines folksy talk with fevered bouts of dense  
reasoning. His analogies are something of an acquired taste, as colloquial  
metaphors about boxing, shopping, or manning lighthouses are elevated to 
global scenarios through which to think about climate policy. The folksy tone 
becomes a substantive issue in his central organizing metaphor: the ‘perfect 
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moral storm.’ There are advantages to using such a popular meme – it is readily 
graspable and it means his ideas can travel better. But much is also risked. For 
me, the obvious pitfall is that the main characteristic of a storm, perfect or not, 
is that it passes. You hunker down, make sure the tent pegs are in, secure the 
shutters, or sail to port. Then you wait it out. Conditions return to normal. A 
perfect quicksand would have been a better image: it is terminal but not imme-
diately so; inaction is not an option; hasty attempts to get out of the predica-
ment are likely just to make it worse.

I do have several more serious reservations. The first is Gardiner’s reliance 
on individualism. While at pains to highlight the ‘collective action problem,’ 
the first half of the book relies on the assumption that institutions, nation 
states, and generations can act as ‘individuals.’ This is, in the first instance, 
politically optimistic, but more troubling is the reliance on Enlightenment 
political philosophy – Gardiner ignores post-structuralist thinkers like Judith 
Butler or Bruno Latour, or vital materialists like Gilles Deleuze or Donna 
Haraway (to name a fairly arbitrary few), who have done so much to under-
mine the idea of the sovereign subject. The relative merits of those philoso-
phies notwithstanding, Gardiner's failure to engage outside his own disciplinary 
comfort zone shows him falling victim to his own theoretical storm.

A second problem is Gardiner’s barely concealed anthropocentrism. He cer-
tainly acknowledges that, if nature has intrinsic worth, then ‘kicking the dog’ 
all the way down to non-human others is an ethical tragedy. But he fails to go 
into it in any greater depth than this, merely asserting that this work is for oth-
ers to do. By not including nature or indeed any work on environmental ethics 
at all as a central component of his analysis, Gardiner reinforces this part of 
the moral storm.

Most problematic is the absence of economy and ideology. There is plenty 
of gesturing towards ‘power asymmetries’, but these will be unconvincing to 
anyone familiar with climate politics or political economy. There is a lot of 
vague talk about ‘we’ the rich and ‘they’ the poor, and plenty of loose phrasing 
like ‘it is sometimes said’, ‘politicians believe’, and ‘highlighted in the literature’ 
(what literature? where? by whom?) (p. 127). Socio-technological transitions, 
peak oil, carbon capitalism – none of the material politics of climate change 
make much of an appearance. Likewise, the powers of capital to thrive on  
crisis, to reinvent itself, to innovate and to re-distribute are barely tackled at all. 
Why does Gardiner have nothing to say – positive or negative – about the 
capacity of capitalism to shape our desires, our morals, and our sense of what 
is right?

Towards the end, in outlining his hopes for the book, Gardiner pre-empts 
criticism from mainstream moral philosophy. He writes that ‘ideal theory’ that 
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works from theoretical axioms may be useful, but what we need is an ethics of 
transition. This, he argues, starts from already compromised ethical and social 
realities and muddles through without recourse to grand theory. I could not 
agree more, but surely that is the start of the book, not its conclusion. And if 
true, then surely it mandates that much more time is spent on a proper analy-
sis of where we are – this is simply absent from Gardiner’s book. For example, 
in the conclusion he falls back on the idea that the basis of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change on ‘common but differentiated’ 
responsibility has put ethics at the heart of climate policy (arguably the phrase 
still serves some hopeful rhetorical function even if recent climate negotia-
tions show it to be functionally moribund). This is simply odd, because he has 
spent the previous 440 pages critiquing our existing institutional and theoreti-
cal architectures, before pinning his hopes on a phrase coined during the ‘per-
fect moral storm’, and thus of dubious provenance.

In the end, however, these complaints are perhaps uncharitable, and prob-
ably rooted in disciplinary differences between social science and moral phi-
losophy. This book will no doubt prove useful for great off-the-shelf arguments 
on, for instance, the tragedy of the commons, or an ethical deconstruction of 
the Stern Review on the economics of climate change. The book’s main contri-
bution is to show brilliantly – and quite damningly – the vacuity of most of 
what passes for climate debate. In Gardiner’s epic analysis, climate change is at 
its heart an ethical challenge – perhaps our greatest challenge. Most discon-
certingly, ‘it is not yet clear we are up to it’ (p. 442).
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