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DEDICATION

To the young climate activists who refuse to inherit a broken world,
To the scientists working tirelessly in laboratories and field stations across the globe, documenting the mounting evidence of our planetary crisis,
To the diplomats navigating the treacherous waters of international climate negotiations, seeking unity in an increasingly fractured world,
To the frontline communities—from the Arctic Inuit watching their ice disappear to Pacific islanders facing rising seas, from Sahel farmers confronting expanding deserts to Bangladeshi families fleeing floods—whose voices echo the urgency of our climate emergency,
To the memory of those who have already paid the ultimate price in climate-induced conflicts and extreme weather events,
And to future generations, whose right to a habitable planet must not become another casualty in the geopolitical battles of our time.

"In recognizing the parallels between the Great War and our climate crisis, we honor both the lessons of history and the imperative of our present moment. May this work contribute to breaking the cycles of conflict and competition that threaten to make climate change the ultimate global catastrophe."

-Dr Naim Tahir Baig



EPIGRAPH

"In July 1914, European statesmen believed they were managing a localized Balkan crisis. Within weeks, their interlocking alliances and miscalculations had engulfed the continent in unprecedented carnage. Today, as I witness climate impacts devastating my homeland while wealthy nations expand fossil fuel production despite net-zero pledges, I see the same dangerous gap between diplomatic rhetoric and geopolitical reality.
The parallel is not metaphorical but structural: just as pre-war Europe's alliance system transformed regional tensions into global catastrophe, our climate crisis is creating new forms of entanglement—cyber vulnerabilities in energy systems, mass migration pressures, Arctic resource competition, and technological interventions carrying unknown risks. The 'doom loop' we face, where geopolitical conflict worsens climate damage while climate damage fuels new conflicts, echoes the escalatory mechanisms that made the Great War inevitable.
Yet in recognizing these parallels, we find hope. History's lessons, honestly confronted, can guide us toward the preventive diplomacy that might yet break the cycle of competition and catastrophe. The choice is ours: will we learn from 1914's failures, or will we repeat them on a planetary scale?
This book is written in the conviction that understanding our predicament clearly—including its uncomfortable geopolitical dimensions—remains our best path toward survival."




-Dr Naim Tahir Baig
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Abstract

In World War I of Climate Change: Geopolitical Parallels and Emerging Battles, Dr. Naim Tahir Baig draws a provocative analogy between the structural dynamics of World War I—entangling alliances, resource scrambles, technological disruptions, and generational scars—and the escalating global climate crisis. Arguing that popular World War II mobilization metaphors oversimplify the challenge, Baig posits climate change as a protracted "war" of attrition, characterized by diplomatic stalemates, hypocritical net-zero pledges amid fossil fuel expansion, and "doom loops" where conflicts like the Ukraine war (emitting 230 MtCO₂e since 2022) accelerate emissions and instability.

Through an interdisciplinary lens blending climatology, international relations, cybersecurity, psychology, and economics, the book examines six "battlefronts": cyber vulnerabilities in climate diplomacy; mass migrations as strategic "invasions"; geoengineering's ethical risks; eco-anxiety's "lost generation" effects; Arctic resource nationalism; and blockchain's potential as "neutrality pacts" for decentralized finance. Drawing on primary sources, real-time data (e.g., 216-400 million projected climate migrants by 2050), and underrepresented Global South perspectives, Baig critiques systemic failures while highlighting transformative opportunities.

Ultimately, the book warns against a "failed armistice" of inadequate policies, urging preventive diplomacy, regenerative economics, and collective action to break doom loops and forge a sustainable peace. This timely analysis (August 2025) challenges readers to learn from 1914's mistakes before climate tensions ignite planetary catastrophe.


Preface

The year 1914 began with optimism. European leaders spoke confidently of lasting peace, international trade flourished, and technological progress seemed boundless. Yet within months, the continent was engulfed in a catastrophic war that would claim millions of lives and reshape the global order. Today, as I write in 2025, I observe troubling parallels in our approach to climate change—the same dangerous mix of complacency, nationalism, and short-term thinking that led to the Great War's tragic escalation.

This book emerged from a profound realization during my research on contemporary geopolitical risks: climate change is not merely an environmental challenge requiring technical solutions, but a multifaceted crisis that mirrors the structural dynamics that led to World War I. Like the pre-1914 period, we live in an era of entangling alliances (now digital and economic), resource competition (particularly in the melting Arctic), technological disruption (geoengineering and cyber warfare), and rising tensions between great powers. The "doom loop" we face today—where conflict exacerbates climate change, which in turn fuels more instability—echoes the tragic escalation mechanisms that transformed a regional crisis into a global catastrophe over a century ago.

Why World War I, Not World War II?

Popular climate discourse often employs World War II analogies, calling for "Manhattan Project-style" mobilization or "wartime unity" against carbon emissions. While compelling, these metaphors fundamentally misrepresent our challenge. World War II featured clear enemies, unified alliances, and rapid industrial mobilization toward victory. Climate change, by contrast, resembles the grinding, attritional warfare of the Western Front—where opposing forces became entrenched, incremental gains masked strategic stalemate, and the human cost mounted inexorably.

The WWI analogy better captures several critical dimensions of our climate crisis:


Entangling Alliances: Just as pre-1914 Europe was bound by a web of secret treaties and mutual defense pacts, today's climate diplomacy operates through complex, overlapping agreements vulnerable to digital disruption and great power rivalry. Recent analyses suggest that traditional geopolitical security challenges have crowded out climate action and disincentivized much needed collaboration.



Resource Nationalism: The scramble for Arctic resources as ice melts mirrors the pre-WWI competition for colonies and raw materials. The Arctic now holds approximately 25 percent of unexplored oil and gas reserves, with Russia controlling most critical shipping routes including the Northern Sea Route.



Technological Escalation: Geoengineering technologies, particularly solar radiation management, present risks analogous to the chemical weapons that emerged during WWI—potentially effective but ethically fraught, with unknown consequences and weaponization potential.



Generational Trauma: The rise of eco-anxiety among young people parallels the psychological scarring of WWI's "lost generation," creating long-term social and political consequences that extend far beyond the immediate crisis.


The Current Moment: A Planet at War

As I complete this manuscript in August 2025, the evidence supporting the WWI analogy has only grown stronger. Cyber threats against energy infrastructure have surged, with threat actors conducting 574 confirmed cyberattacks in a single week in March 2025. Climate-induced migration is reshaping global demographics, with scientists predicting 143 million people in the Global South will be affected by various forms of climate migration and mobility by 2050. Climate change continues to act as a threat multiplier, exacerbating existing conflicts and creating new tensions between countries.

The war in Ukraine has provided a tragic case study in climate-conflict feedback loops. The conflict has generated emissions equivalent to the combined annual output of several small European nations while simultaneously disrupting global energy markets and accelerating militarization. This "doom loop"—where geopolitical tensions increase emissions, which worsen climate impacts, which create new security challenges—captures precisely the escalatory dynamics that transformed regional tensions into world war a century ago.

Methodology and Sources

This book synthesizes interdisciplinary research from climatology, international relations, cybersecurity, psychology, and economic policy. I have drawn extensively from primary sources including government reports, scientific studies, and real-time threat intelligence, while avoiding the Wikipedia-dependent analysis that characterizes much popular climate literature. Particular attention has been paid to underrepresented perspectives from the Global South and Arctic regions, where climate impacts are most severe but voices are often marginalized in international discourse.

The footnoting follows the Chicago Manual of Style (18th edition) to ensure academic rigor while maintaining accessibility for general readers. Each chapter includes both historical analysis and forward-looking scenarios based on current trends and expert projections.

Structure and Scope

The book is organized around six key battlefronts in our climate war:


	
Digital Alliances and Cyber Entanglements: How climate infrastructure vulnerability creates new forms of international tension 


	
Climate Migration as Modern "Schlieffen Plans": The security implications of mass population movements 


	
Geoengineering "Weapons" and Ethical Escalations: The risks of unilateral planetary interventions 


	
The Post-Climate "Lost Generation": Psychological and social impacts of eco-anxiety 


	
Arctic Resource Nationalism: Competition in the world's new frontier 


	
Blockchain and Decentralized Climate Finance: Potential "neutrality pacts" for a fragmented world 





Each chapter combines historical analysis with contemporary case studies, avoiding the techno-optimism that characterizes much climate literature while maintaining hope for diplomatic solutions.

A Personal Note

Writing this book has been both intellectually stimulating and emotionally challenging. As a scholar based in Pakistan—a country that contributes less than 1% of global emissions but faces devastating climate impacts—I have witnessed firsthand the injustices that drive climate nationalism and fragmentation. The floods of 2022, which affected 33 million Pakistanis, occurred as wealthy nations continued expanding fossil fuel infrastructure despite net-zero pledges.

This hypocrisy—where climate leaders preach sacrifice while pursuing national advantage—mirrors the pre-WWI atmosphere where peace conferences coincided with arms races. My hope is that by understanding these parallels, we might avoid the catastrophic escalation that transformed a manageable crisis into unprecedented global devastation.

The choice before us is stark: will we learn from the diplomatic failures of 1914, or are we destined to repeat them on a planetary scale? The answer may determine not just our climate future, but the survival of the international system itself.




Dr Naim Tahir Baig
International Relations & Global Security Analyst 
PDS&CE, Pakistan
August 31, 2025





Introduction: Framing Climate Change as the Great War of Our Time

The Spark That Ignites the World


On June 28, 1914, a single gunshot in Sarajevo killed Archduke Franz Ferdinand and lit the fuse that would engulf the world in its first truly global war. The assassination was not the cause of World War I—it was merely the spark that ignited a powder keg of entangling alliances, imperial rivalries, and resource competition that had been building for decades. Today, we witness similar sparks igniting around the globe, but instead of a gunshot in the Balkans, we see the billowing smoke of a different kind of warfare: the climate conflict that threatens to reshape geopolitics as dramatically as the Great War reshaped the 20th century.


Consider February 24, 2022, when Vladimir Putin's tanks rolled across the Ukrainian border. Within moments, this act of aggression triggered what climate scientists now call a "doom loop"—a vicious cycle where conflict exacerbates climate change, which in turn fuels more instability and violence. The numbers are staggering: Russia's war in Ukraine has generated 230 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent since the invasion began, equivalent to the combined annual emissions of Austria, Hungary, Czech Republic, and Slovakia.¹ This massive carbon footprint stems not just from explosions and burning infrastructure, but from a cascade of climate-damaging activities: 92,100 hectares of Ukrainian forests burned in 2024 alone—more than double the annual average of the previous two years.²

Yet this is merely one spark in a world increasingly defined by climate-induced conflicts. In the Sahel region of Africa, droughts have displaced millions, creating mass migrations that strain borders and fuel ethnic tensions. Syrian farmers, driven from their lands by the worst drought in recorded history, crowded into cities in numbers that helped precipitate a civil war now in its second decade.³ Rising sea levels threaten to submerge entire Pacific Island nations, while the melting Arctic ice opens new shipping routes and resource extraction opportunities that have sparked a modern "Great Game" between Russia, China, and Western powers.

The parallels to 1914 are unmistakable. Just as the assassination of Franz Ferdinand activated a web of pre-existing tensions—German militarism, Austro-Hungarian imperial overstretch, French revanchism, British naval supremacy, and Russian Pan-Slavism—today's climate "sparks" activate networks of vulnerability that have been building for decades. A drought in Syria does not automatically cause civil war, but when combined with authoritarian governance, economic inequality, urban overcrowding, and ethnic tensions, it becomes the trigger for comprehensive societal collapse.

The doom loop mechanism operates with ruthless efficiency. War increases emissions through direct military activities—tanks burning diesel, ammunition factories running overtime, infrastructure being rebuilt with carbon-intensive materials. These emissions accelerate climate change, which creates more droughts, floods, and extreme weather events, which in turn create more displacement, resource competition, and ultimately more conflict. Russian attacks on Ukrainian energy infrastructure in 2024 alone accounted for 8% of the war's total emissions, demonstrating how targeting civilian infrastructure transforms military strategy into climate warfare.⁴

But the doom loop extends far beyond active combat zones. The Ukraine war has forced Europe to dramatically increase coal usage as Russian gas supplies were cut off, leading to a 47% jump in solar capacity installation as nations scrambled to replace fossil fuels.⁵ Meanwhile, the United States experienced a fracking boom in 2022, approving drilling that will release 140 billion tonnes of carbon over the project lifetimes—four times more than annual global emissions.⁶ Each geopolitical crisis becomes a climate crisis, and each climate crisis becomes a geopolitical crisis.

Consider the case of Amara, a fictional but representative farmer in the Sahel whose story illustrates the human dimension of this doom loop. For three consecutive years, the rains failed to come to her village in northern Nigeria. Her crops withered, her livestock died, and her family faced starvation. Like 2 million others in Somalia alone in 2023, she was forced to abandon her ancestral lands.⁷ But Amara's displacement was not simply an environmental refugee crisis—it became a security crisis when she and thousands like her moved south into regions populated by different ethnic groups, competing for scarce water and arable land. The resulting clashes between herders and farmers killed more people in Nigeria in 2018 than the Boko Haram insurgency.

This pattern repeats globally. Climate change acts as a "threat multiplier," exacerbating existing vulnerabilities and transforming local tensions into regional conflicts. The Pentagon has recognized this reality, with the U.S. Department of Defense calling climate change a "threat multiplier" that "aggravates stressors abroad such as poverty, environmental degradation, political instability, and social tensions—conditions that can enable terrorist activity and other forms of violence."⁸

The numbers are sobering. Scientists project that up to 216 million people could become climate migrants within their own countries by 2050, with Sub-Saharan Africa accounting for 86 million of these displacements.⁹ Rising temperatures could expose up to 1.3 billion people in Southern Asia to heat waves by 2090 under a high-warming scenario.¹⁰ These are not distant projections—they represent the largest forced migration in human history, dwarfing the population movements that followed both world wars.

The psychological dimension of this climate conflict is equally devastating. A landmark 2021 study surveying 10,000 young people across 10 countries found that 75% are frightened of the future due to climate change.¹¹ Among these youth, 67% reported feeling afraid and 51% described themselves as feeling helpless about climate change.¹² This "eco-anxiety" is creating what researchers call a new "lost generation"—not lost to trenches and poison gas, but to depression, despair, and a profound sense that the world they will inherit has been irreparably damaged by previous generations.

The intergenerational conflict is stark: nearly 58% of young people report feeling ignored or dismissed when they try to discuss climate change with adults, while over 66% want their parents' and grandparents' generations to understand their feelings.¹³ This represents a fundamental breach of the social contract between generations, similar to how World War I shattered the optimistic assumptions of pre-war European civilization.

Unlike the Archduke's assassination, which took place in a single moment, climate change provides us with thousands of "Sarajevo moments" each year—hurricane landfalls, drought declarations, wildfire outbreaks, glacier collapses, and coral bleaching events. Each represents a potential spark that could ignite wider conflicts. The question is not whether these sparks will continue to fly, but whether we have the wisdom to prevent them from igniting the powder kegs of geopolitical tension that lie beneath the surface of our interconnected world.

Why the World War I Analogy Fits Better Than World War II's Mobilization Myths

The dominant metaphor for climate action has long drawn from World War II—the idea that facing climate change requires the same kind of rapid, unified mobilization that defeated fascism. Politicians invoke the "moral equivalent of war," calling for a "Green New Deal" reminiscent of wartime industrial policy, while environmentalists speak of the need to "defeat" carbon emissions the way the Allies defeated the Axis powers. This analogy, however appealing in its call for decisive action, fundamentally misunderstands both the nature of our climate crisis and the lessons of history.

World War I offers a far more accurate and sobering parallel to our current predicament. Where World War II was characterized by clear enemies, unified home fronts, and eventual victory, World War I was defined by muddy stalemates, shifting alliances, imperial hypocrisy, and an outcome that solved nothing—indeed, it sowed the seeds for even greater conflicts to come. This pattern of stalemate, hypocrisy, and unintended consequences defines our climate crisis far more accurately than any narrative of heroic mobilization and decisive victory.

The most obvious parallel lies in the structure of international negotiations. The annual Conference of the Parties (COP) summits resemble nothing so much as the conferences of European powers in the decades leading up to 1914—elaborate diplomatic theater that masks fundamental disagreements while creating an illusion of progress. Just as the Concert of Europe managed to maintain a precarious peace through a complex web of shifting alliances that ultimately proved catastrophically unstable, the climate negotiations have produced a bewildering array of voluntary commitments, carbon trading mechanisms, and "differentiated responsibilities" that have failed to prevent emissions from reaching record levels year after year.

Consider the latest climate summit's achievements against the backdrop of actual emissions data. While diplomats celebrated the "historic" agreement to "transition away from fossil fuels," wealthy countries led a surge in new oil and gas exploration in 2024 that threatens to unleash nearly 12 billion tonnes of planet-heating emissions—roughly equal to China's annual carbon pollution.¹⁴ The United States and United Kingdom, despite their net-zero pledges, were among the leaders in this fossil fuel expansion, awarding new drilling licenses at the highest rate since the 2015 Paris Agreement.¹⁵

This contradiction reveals the deep hypocrisy that defines our climate diplomacy, eerily similar to the moral bankruptcy that characterized pre-war European politics. Just as European powers preached civilization and progress while maintaining vast colonial empires built on exploitation and violence, today's wealthy nations preach climate responsibility while maintaining economic systems built on fossil fuel consumption and carbon-intensive lifestyles.

The numbers expose this hypocrisy starkly. Historical data shows that just 23 developed countries are responsible for half of all historical CO2 emissions, while the United States alone has emitted a quarter of all historical emissions.¹⁶ Yet when it comes to per capita consumption, the disparities are even more extreme: the average Briton emits 200 times more carbon than the average Congolese, while the Central African Republic—one of the world's poorest countries—produces just 0.05 tons of CO2 per capita compared to over 16 tons for the average American.¹⁷

This echoes the imperial contradictions of pre-1914 Europe, where nations that claimed to champion civilization and progress were simultaneously engaged in the brutal exploitation of colonial populations. Britain proclaimed its commitment to free trade while using gunboat diplomacy to force open foreign markets. France celebrated its civilizing mission while extracting wealth from Africa and Indochina. Germany spoke of its place in the sun while practicing Lebensraum politics in Eastern Europe. Today's climate hypocrisy follows the same pattern: wealthy nations that built their prosperity on fossil fuels now lecture poorer countries about emissions while continuing to expand their own carbon-intensive activities.

The parallel extends to the alliance structures that define both eras. Pre-1914 Europe was characterized by "entangling alliances"—complex webs of mutual defense pacts that were supposed to preserve peace but instead ensured that any local conflict would become a global catastrophe. Today's climate politics are similarly defined by entangling commitments that often work at cross-purposes. The same countries that pledge carbon neutrality also maintain military alliances that require massive emissions for power projection. They sign trade agreements that facilitate carbon leakage while negotiating climate agreements that attempt to reduce emissions. They promise climate finance while implementing austerity policies that make green transitions impossible.

The technological parallels are equally striking. The pre-war arms race in dreadnought battleships mirrors today's race for green technology supremacy. Just as Britain and Germany competed to build ever-larger naval guns while claiming this would preserve peace, today the United States and China compete for dominance in solar panels and electric vehicle batteries while their overall emissions continue to rise. The arms race logic remains the same: each side justifies its actions as necessary for security, while the competition itself makes the system less stable.

The "trench warfare" metaphor captures the essential character of climate negotiations better than any World War II analogy. For over three decades, climate negotiators have been locked in static positions, making incremental advances and retreats that fail to break through to decisive action. Like the Western Front, the battle lines remain essentially unchanged despite enormous expenditures of energy and resources. The 1.5°C target, like the trenches of the Somme, becomes a symbolic goal that generates massive casualties while remaining fundamentally unattainable through current strategies.

The human costs of this stalemate are already becoming visible. The "lost generation" of eco-anxious youth parallels the lost generation of World War I in its sense of betrayal by older generations. When 39% of young people say they are hesitant to have children because of climate change, they are expressing the same existential despair that characterized the survivors of the Great War.¹⁸ They see through the empty rhetoric of their leaders just as clearly as Wilfred Owen saw through the "old lie" that it is sweet and proper to die for one's country.

Perhaps most importantly, the World War I analogy captures the dynamic of unintended consequences that defines our climate crisis. The war that was supposed to be "over by Christmas" instead lasted four years and killed millions. The "war to end all wars" instead set up the conditions for an even more destructive conflict. Similarly, each climate summit that promises a breakthrough instead reveals new forms of diplomatic deadlock. Each technological solution creates new problems—biofuels drive deforestation, electric vehicles require environmentally destructive mining, carbon capture technologies extend the life of fossil fuel industries.

The analogy also reveals why mobilization narratives are not merely inadequate but counterproductive. World War II mobilization worked because it had clear, achievable objectives: defeat specific enemy nations. Climate "mobilization" fails because it lacks clear enemies and achievable endpoints. It's impossible to "defeat" carbon dioxide the way the Allies defeated Germany and Japan. Instead, like World War I, the climate crisis requires us to transform the entire system of international relations, economic production, and social organization—a task for which the World War II model of wartime unity and industrial mobilization provides no useful guidance.

The political implications are profound. Instead of looking for climate heroes and villains, we must grapple with the systemic contradictions that make climate action so difficult. Instead of expecting decisive breakthroughs, we must prepare for a long campaign of attrition. Instead of unity, we must navigate the complex geopolitics of a multipolar world where cooperation and competition are inextricably intertwined. The World War I analogy, uncomfortable as it may be, provides a more realistic foundation for the difficult work ahead.

Scope, Methodology, and Thesis: Mapping the Climate Battlefield

This book emerges from a recognition that climate change can no longer be understood as primarily an environmental or technological challenge. It is fundamentally a geopolitical phenomenon that is reshaping global power structures, creating new forms of conflict, and generating unprecedented diplomatic challenges. Just as World War I marked the transition from the 19th-century imperial system to the chaotic multipolar competition of the interwar period, climate change is catalyzing a transformation of international relations whose ultimate shape remains deeply uncertain.

Our methodological approach is deliberately interdisciplinary, drawing from climate science, international relations theory, conflict studies, psychology, and political economy to construct a comprehensive picture of climate geopolitics. Too much climate analysis remains trapped within disciplinary silos—environmental scientists who understand the physical processes but not the political constraints, international relations scholars who understand power dynamics but not ecological limits, economists who model market mechanisms but not social disruption. This book attempts to synthesize insights across these boundaries to develop a more complete understanding of how climate and geopolitics interact.

The geographical scope prioritizes underrepresented regions that are disproportionately affected by climate change but often marginalized in policy discussions dominated by Western perspectives. While climate conferences focus on the commitments of major emitters like the United States and China, the actual conflicts emerging from climate change are occurring primarily in the Global South—the Sahel, Central America, Bangladesh, small island states, and the Arctic borderlands. These regions serve as the "laboratories" where we can observe climate geopolitics in action, understanding how environmental change translates into political instability, migration, and conflict.

The Arctic receives particular attention as the closest thing we have to a climate "Balkans"—a region where great power competition intersects with rapid environmental change to create conditions ripe for conflict. Russia's control of the Northern Sea Route, China's "Polar Silk Road" ambitions, and Western concerns about resource access create a complex geopolitical dynamic that will only intensify as ice continues to melt. The region provides a window into how climate change reshapes strategic geography, creating new choke points, trade routes, and territorial disputes.¹⁹

Our temporal framework spans from the industrial origins of anthropogenic climate change in the mid-19th century through projections to 2050, but with particular focus on the period since 2015 when the Paris Agreement was signed. This allows us to assess how climate diplomacy has evolved in practice rather than theory, examining the gap between stated commitments and actual outcomes. The Ukraine conflict serves as a crucial case study, demonstrating how geopolitical crises can rapidly overwhelm climate commitments and accelerate emissions through both direct warfare and indirect economic effects.

The book's methodology emphasizes primary source analysis wherever possible. Rather than relying on secondary interpretations, we examine declassified diplomatic cables, military planning documents, corporate climate disclosures, and scientific reports to understand how climate considerations are actually factored into strategic decision-making. Interviews with diplomats, military planners, and climate scientists provide additional insight into the gap between public rhetoric and private assessments.

Special attention is paid to data transparency and verification. Climate politics is plagued by statistical manipulation, selective reporting, and methodological disputes that obscure rather than illuminate the underlying dynamics. We prioritize data from peer-reviewed scientific sources, official government reports, and international organizations while acknowledging the limitations and potential biases in each source. Where data is contested or uncertain, we make those uncertainties explicit rather than presenting false precision.

The psychological dimension of climate change receives equal attention with the geopolitical dimension. The emergence of widespread eco-anxiety among youth represents a fundamental shift in how populations relate to environmental risk, with implications for political stability, social cohesion, and policy legitimacy. Studies showing that 75% of young people are frightened of the future due to climate change signal a generational rupture that may prove as significant as the disillusionment that followed World War I.²⁰

Our central thesis is that climate change constitutes the first truly global "threat multiplier" in human history—a force that simultaneously exacerbates every existing form of political, economic, and social tension while creating entirely new categories of conflict. Unlike traditional security threats that pit one nation against another, climate change creates complex, multi-level conflicts that cut across traditional political boundaries and resist conventional diplomatic solutions.

The "doom loop" dynamic is central to this thesis. Climate change creates conditions for conflict, which increases emissions and environmental destruction, which accelerates climate change, which creates conditions for more conflict. This feedback mechanism transforms isolated environmental problems into systemic threats to political stability. The Ukraine war exemplifies this dynamic: the conflict has generated 230 million tonnes of additional CO2 emissions while simultaneously disrupting global energy markets, accelerating renewable energy deployment, and demonstrating the vulnerability of food systems to geopolitical disruption.²¹

Breaking this doom loop requires more than technological solutions or diplomatic agreements—it requires fundamental changes in how we organize economic production, international trade, and political authority. The analogy to World War I is apt because that conflict similarly required the dismantling of entire political and economic systems. The Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, German, and Russian empires all collapsed, giving way to new forms of political organization. Similarly, the climate crisis may require the evolution of the Westphalian state system, the reform of global capitalism, and the development of new forms of international governance.

The book argues that current approaches to climate policy systematically underestimate the geopolitical dimensions of the challenge. The focus on carbon pricing, technological innovation, and voluntary commitments assumes that climate change can be addressed within existing political and economic frameworks. But the World War I analogy suggests that the scale of required changes may be incompatible with incremental reform. Just as the war catalyzed revolutionary changes in Russia, Germany, and other countries, the climate crisis may require more fundamental political transformations.

This analysis leads to uncomfortable conclusions about the adequacy of current policy approaches. The Paris Agreement's voluntary commitment structure, designed to accommodate national sovereignty, may be structurally incapable of addressing a truly global threat multiplier. The focus on net-zero emissions by 2050 may be politically convenient but scientifically inadequate given the doom loop dynamics that are already accelerating. The emphasis on market-based solutions may fail to account for the extent to which climate change undermines the stable property rights and predictable regulatory frameworks that markets require.

At the same time, the book argues that the World War I analogy should not lead to fatalism or despair. That war, despite its devastating costs, ultimately led to important advances in international law, social welfare, and democratic governance. The challenge is to find ways to achieve necessary transformations without repeating the catastrophic mistakes of the early 20th century. This requires learning from the failure of pre-war diplomacy while also recognizing the innovative potential that emerges from periods of systemic crisis.

The following chapters develop these themes through detailed case studies of how climate change is reshaping specific domains of international relations. Digital technologies are creating new vulnerabilities and new opportunities for cooperation. Migration patterns are challenging traditional concepts of sovereignty and citizenship. Geoengineering technologies are creating the potential for unilateral interventions in the global climate system. Youth movements are mobilizing unprecedented political energy while also displaying signs of psychological trauma. Arctic geopolitics is creating new great power competition while also opening new possibilities for environmental governance. Blockchain technologies are enabling new forms of decentralized climate finance while also consuming enormous amounts of energy.

Each chapter examines both the opportunities and risks created by these developments, avoiding both technological utopianism and environmental determinism. The goal is to develop a more sophisticated understanding of how climate and geopolitics interact, providing a foundation for more effective policy responses. The ultimate aim is not to predict the future—the World War I analogy suggests that complex systems are inherently unpredictable—but to better prepare for the range of scenarios we may face as climate change continues to accelerate.

A Call to Action: Learning from the Trenches Before It's Too Late

As we stand at the threshold of 2025, the parallels between our current moment and the eve of World War I are increasingly undeniable. Like Europeans in 1913, we inhabit a world that appears stable on the surface but seethes with underlying tensions that could explode at any moment. Like them, we have constructed elaborate international institutions designed to maintain peace and prosperity, yet these same institutions may prove inadequate when faced with systemic crisis. Like them, we tell ourselves that economic interdependence and technological progress make large-scale conflict impossible, even as the warning signs multiply around us.

But unlike those Europeans, we have the advantage of historical perspective. We can see how the complex system of entangling alliances, imperial rivalries, and arms races that characterized the pre-war period ultimately produced a catastrophe that no one wanted and few anticipated. We can study how diplomatic failures, military miscalculations, and the logic of escalation transformed a regional crisis in the Balkans into a global conflagration that killed millions and reshaped the world order. Most importantly, we can recognize similar dynamics in our own time and take action to prevent history from repeating itself.

The evidence of our current "pre-war" moment is overwhelming. The doom loops are already spinning: Russia's invasion of Ukraine has generated emissions equivalent to the combined annual output of four European countries while simultaneously disrupting global energy markets and accelerating the weaponization of resource dependencies.²² Climate-induced migration is reaching unprecedented levels, with 26.4 million people displaced by climate-related disasters in 2023 alone, creating the conditions for the kinds of ethnic and territorial conflicts that could spiral into broader confrontations.²³ The Arctic is becoming a new arena for great power competition as melting ice opens shipping routes and resource extraction opportunities that Russia, China, and Western nations are positioning to control.²⁴

Perhaps most ominously, we are witnessing the emergence of a "lost generation" of young people whose psychological well-being has been shattered by awareness of climate change in ways that parallel the disillusionment that followed World War I. When 75% of young people report being frightened of the future, and 39% say they are hesitant to have children because of climate change, we are seeing the early signs of the kind of generational rupture that can destabilize entire societies.²⁵

Yet unlike the Europeans of 1914, we are not helpless victims of historical forces beyond our control. We have tools and opportunities available to us that previous generations could never have imagined. The same digital technologies that create new vulnerabilities also enable unprecedented levels of global coordination and transparency. Blockchain systems are making possible new forms of decentralized climate finance that could bypass the diplomatic gridlock of traditional international institutions.²⁶ Renewable energy technologies have become cost-competitive with fossil fuels, creating the economic foundation for a genuine energy transition if we can muster the political will to accelerate deployment.

The key insight from the World War I analogy is that prevention is both possible and essential. The war was not inevitable—it resulted from a series of choices made by leaders who prioritized short-term political advantages over long-term stability. Similarly, the climate crisis can still be prevented from spiraling into the kinds of conflicts that could make the 20th century's wars seem small by comparison. But this requires us to learn from the failures of pre-war European diplomacy and develop more effective approaches to managing systemic risks.

First, we must abandon the illusion that technical solutions can substitute for political leadership. The pre-war period was characterized by tremendous technological optimism—faith that innovations in communication, transportation, and industrial production would automatically create prosperity and peace. Today's climate discourse often displays similar technological determinism, assuming that better solar panels or more efficient batteries will somehow solve the political challenges of transitioning away from fossil fuels. The World War I analogy reminds us that technology is a tool, not a solution, and that its impact depends entirely on the political and social contexts in which it is deployed.
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