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Climate Leviathan - Review 

By Marian Ronan 

 

Climate Leviathan: A Political Theory of Our Planetary Future 

By Geoff Mann and Joel Wainright 

New York: Verso Books. 2018. 118 pp. $26.95 (includes free eBook) 

 

I begin this review with a warning: Climate Leviathan is a fairly nerdy book. The authors are brilliant 

political scientists and the argument they make draws on a wide range of challenging scholarship. Yet 

that argument is really important, so I’m going to discuss it with you. 
 

That’s what book reviews are for, right? 
 

The basic problem Mann and Wainright address in Climate Leviathan is that despite repeated 

unambiguous warnings from scientists about the dire effects of global warming and multiple meetings 

between world leaders on the topic, nations have failed to make any headway at mitigating—

lessening—greenhouse gas emissions. Because of these failures we are now doomed to exceed the 

limit of two degrees Celsius, resulting in massive harmful outcomes—sea level rise, droughts, massive 

fires, extreme weather events. So where does this leave us? 
 

While technocrats advocate physical adaptations to climate change—spraying aerosols into the 

atmosphere to block out the sun, building tidal walls, etc., --Mann and Wainright explain that an effective 

response to the climate crisis is necessarily political in nature. We have to come to political agreement 

on a way to enforce change. They draw on Leviathan, the 1652 work of the political philosopher Thomas 

Hobbes, who argues that without a sovereign power to make and enforce laws, anarchy and violence 

are inevitable. Leviathan, that sovereign power, is also entitled to declare a “state of exception” in the 

face of a crisis and then suspend laws and take absolute control. Hobbes’s 20th century followers 

believed that Enlightenment notions of individual freedom led to the chaos of world wars and Nazism. 

And certainly, the citizens of many nations around the world continue to believe in the sovereign power 

of their particular nation-state, even as “free” trade agreements and international financial bodies 

determine more and more of the world’s future. 
 

The climate crisis calls the supposed autonomy of sovereign nation states into question, however, for 

the simple reason that the environmental behaviors of the citizens of nations and their corporations flow 

inevitably beyond national borders. Consider the effects of the greenhouse gases from the U.S. and 

Europe on nations in the Global South. Consider that experts are predicting that there could be as many 

as a billion climate refugees pouring across national borders by 2050. And then consider the “sovereign” 

states in the Pacific, the Caribbean and elsewhere which will literally no longer exist by the end of the 

century because of sea level rise. 

https://www.versobooks.com/books/2545-climate-leviathan
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In the face of the border-bursting realities of the environmental crisis, Mann and Wainright speculate that 

one of four new transnational political structures will emerge, replacing the modern capitalist framework 

of individual sovereign nation-states. The first, the one they find most likely, is Climate Leviathan, a 

global capitalist system empowered to take drastic action; such a system already exists, at least in 

embryo, as embodied in in the United Nations COP meetings and the Paris Climate accord. These 

gatherings are not yet sovereign—with hegemonic power—but they point toward an international 

sovereignty long predicted. 
 

The second climate sovereign is what the authors call Climate Mao, an anti-capitalist authoritarian 

socialist entity acting to address climate breakdown, probably through revolutionary developments in 

Asia where climate change effects will be dire. This is not the present Chinese state, the authors remind 

us, since it is a major part of the capitalist system, but an entity more like the earlier version under 

Chairman Mao. 

 

The third sovereign response to climate change Mann and Wainright call Climate Behemoth, a 

reactionary capitalist populism made up of fossil fuel corporations, middle class reactionaries and 

enraged working-class people who reject the work of international forums like the 2015 Paris accord in 

favor of anarchy. The politics of Donald Trump, Jair Bolsinaro and others embody this third option. 

Climate Behemoth may seem conceivable in the short run, but in the long run, it means disaster. 

 

The fourth Leviathan proposed by Mann and Wainright is Climate X, a bottoms-up people driven power 

predicated on “equality, democracy and solidarity” and modeled on socialist and indigenous movements 

that will lead us to live “differently, radically differently.” In some ways, this fourth political sovereign is 

the least conceivable of the four, perhaps because we the people must come together and determine 

the specificities of it.  
 

So why should any of this matter to us? For several reasons. First of all, it forces us to realize that the 

emerging environmental catastrophe is inevitably political. Personal actions are important—giving up 

meat or disposable plastics—but the environmental crisis is going to have serious repercussions, so we 

have to act politically. Contact your representatives, make phone calls, turn out for demonstrations. 
 

For me, another takeaway from Climate Leviathan is not to be naïve about the current political 

structures. The 2015 Paris climate accord may have given us hope, as do other international meetings 

and documents. But they all fall within Climate Leviathan, which is based in the capitalist system that 

has caused the current crisis because of its demand for endless growth.  

 

Finally, we need to be aware that several of these political models may already be coming together to 

take control of the future. As I will be arguing in more detail soon, Trump’s apparent Climate Behemoth, 

for example, calling for border walls to protect us from the dangers of Latin American migrants, actually 

reinforces the capitalist Leviathan that has been growing steadily under previous presidencies. The US 

is steadily expanding its military/security state to exclude climate refugees and imprison US indigenous 

“terrorists” to protect the fossil fuel industry and the capitalist society that created the climate crisis in the 

first place. We need to be very, very careful of this Leviathan. 
 

The ever-cheerful Marian Ronan works with the US Grail Climate Action Circle and lives in Brooklyn, NY. 
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Cathleen D. Charles joined our Communion of Saints on 

Thursday, February 28th, at The Valley View Center, 

Goshen, New York.  She was 96 years of age. 

 

Born September 18th, 1922, she was the daughter of the 

late Thomas and Agnes (McGrath) Charles of Brooklyn, 

New York. 

 

Cay received a B.A. degree from the College of New 

Rochelle in 1944, an M.A. degree in speech and drama 

from Columbia University in 1951, and an M.A. degree in 

philosophy from Queens College of the University of the 

City of New York in 1971. 

 

From 1947 to 1950 she served as a speech clinician for 

the New York City Board of Education and followed that 

with three years as a teacher of speech and drama at the secondary level also for the New York City 

Board of Education. 

 

She first met the Grail in 1951 and made her dedication in the Nucleus of the Grail on March 2nd, 1957.   

Cay mentored many Grail members through her career that included drama coach at Monica House in 

New York from 1951-53.  From 1953-1959 she was drama director on the Grail national staff for 

programs at Grailville and in Detroit, Philadelphia, New York and Louisiana.  She was Associate Director 

of the Grail Continuing Education 

Program in Detroit from 1959-62 and 

from 1962-69 Cay was coordinator of 

the New York Grail and a member of 

the Grail National Board. Then she 

followed two years (1968-70) as a 

member of the Grail National Executive 

Committee serving as treasure from 

1969-70. In the 1970s she was on the 

Grail National Staff and was on the 

staff at Grailville from 1974-79 when 

she joined the team at Cornwall.   

 

In 2008 she described herself as semi-

retired from the Cornwall staff. 

 

In Loving Memory of Cay Charles 
September 18, 1922 - February 28, 2019 

Alice Gallagher and Cay Charles 2016 
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Cay was active in the Religious Search Task Force in the U.S. Grail as well as the International Spiritual 

Forum.  She also served on the Finance/Link Team; Unified Program 

 

Planning/WIST; Cornwall Leadership Team (1979-

2005); and National Meeting and General Assembly 

Planning Teams. 

 

In 1974 Cay spent six months travelling to Germany, 

Portugal, Italy, the Netherlands and Egypt for the 

purpose of conducting a survey of the Nucleus with 

regard to hopes for the future and possible changes 

in life and structure. 

 

During the 1960s the International Grail held an 

Aggiornamento that included a Basis of Consultation 

asking members to respond to a number of questions related to the Grail’s mission and vision.  What 

follows is an excerpt from Cay’s 11-page response: 

 

“I believe that responsibility has to be shared to represent the width of approach needed.  I also 

feel that we must gear our efforts to the concept of each Grail member carrying the full potential 

of her responsibility and that in the future, the sense of all being responsible for the animating 

core is ultimately what I believe we mean by an All Saints Movement.  If the thinking and direction 

of a movement is moved away from the whole, I believe we fail in being attentive to the Holy Spirit 

and that we rob members of initiative and dynamism that has the possibility of counting. 

 

“I believe we will learn from being attentive to what the group wants, by preparing structures 

which allow for maximum communication, that sensitivity to what is truly felt by the group provides 

confidence that this is what the Holy Spirit asks of us now.  It is a new Way of the Cross, but one 

much more in keeping with modern temperament and inherently more consistent with our words 

of belief in the dignity of each human person.” 

 

Cay was preceded in death by her brothers:  Thomas, Joseph and Kevin Charles; and her sisters:  

Sheila Floyd and Nancy P. Floyd. 

 

Cay is survived by her sister Moira C. Hegarty of Florida, 21 nieces and nephews and her dear friend 

Maureen McNamara of Cornwall, New York. 

 

Visitation was held Sunday, March 3rd at Quigley-Sullivan Funeral Home, Inc., Cornwall-On-Hudson with 

Mass of Christian Burial celebrated on Monday, March 4th at St. Thomas of Canterbury Church, 

Cornwall-On-Hudson.  A Luncheon Reception followed at the Cornwall Grail Center. 

  

Cay Charles and Deirdre Cornell 2016 
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Photo Updates on Grailville Projects 

By Terrie Puckett 

 

Over the last couple years we have let you all know about small projects happening at Grailville.  We are 

happy to share the photos from their conclusion. 
  

Eagle Scout Kiosk and Quilt Trail—

Jakob Hockl built our new kiosk in 

2018, and we have now added the 

signage to it completing two 

projects.  Located outside the Oratory, 

the green side faces the parking lot 

and welcomes guests. It features a 

representation of the lovely quilt made 

by Grail members which is registered 

as part of the Clermont County 

Convention and Visitors Bureau Quilt 

Trail.  

 

The blue side faces the field and gives 

a brief history of the Grail in the US.  

 

 

The design—thank you 

Christine A. Brown who 

volunteered her time and 

expertise to creating this 

beautiful layout—is 

adaptable so that if we 

want to add new 

information or change-out 

focus areas we can easily 

do so by replacing the 

white “blocks”. 
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Christmas tree replanting—we tried something 

new this year and I think we will actually promote it 

next year in a more concerted way—now that we 

have worked out the details.  This year we invited 

folks who would like a living tree but no place to 

replant after the holidays to do so at 

Grailville.  This  year we only had one (mine) but look 

how lovely it is!  Our goal is to encourage folks to 

replant and reforest.  

 

 

 

 

Weekend treats for Puppers--As we noted a 

while ago, we had a small miscommunication with 

the puppers that walk the trails with their 

owners.  Seems the pups do not realize that we 

take weekends off and therefore are not available 

to provide treats which caused great sadness.  So 

after scouring second hand shops and the like, 

long-term volunteer Audrey Wietmarschen and 

Dyah Miller secured for us this lovely sunshine 

colored treat dispenser. We will place this outside 

the office so that our guests are not saddened by 

the lack of weekend treats. Thanks, Audrey and 

Dyah! 
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