
Climate Change and Human Mobility
Global Challenges to the Social Sciences

‘The greatest single impact of climate change could be on human migration’,
stated the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1990. Since
then there has been considerable concern about the large-scale population
movements that might take place because of climate change. This book
examines emerging patterns of human mobility in relation to climate change,
drawing on a multi-disciplinary approach, including anthropology and geog-
raphy. It addresses both larger, general questions and concrete local cases,
where the link between climate change and human mobility is manifest and
demands attention – empirically, analytically, and conceptually. Among the
cases explored are both historical and contemporary instances of migration in
response to climate change, and together they illustrate the necessity of
analysing new patterns of movement, historic cultural images, and regulation
practices in the wake of new global processes.
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philosophical and epistemological foundations of anthropology, textbooks in
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and their contributions to society.

karen fog olwig is a professor at the Department of Anthropology,
University of Copenhagen. She has carried out extensive research on migra-
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migration are the significance of migration as a social and cultural resource
in third world societies and the role of mobility in livelihood strategies.
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Preface and acknowledgements
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cultural, and economic factors, without which we cannot begin to understand

the imperatives for movement. The varying scales of analysis presented

underscore the need to rethink the object of the social sciences, which has

become increasingly fluid in the wake of global processes – among which

climate change is certainly not alone.

The major challenge to the social sciences, which in this book are repre-

sented by anthropology, geography, archaeology, and political science, is

precisely the fluidity of the analytical object. The social sciences were

originally based upon an idea of clearly identifiable units that could be studied

as bounded frameworks of action and responsibility. Today such units are

increasingly permeated, and the social sciences must acknowledge the part

played by global factors at any local level. This is the major challenge

surfacing in this volume. A more implicit challenge is posed by the social

sciences to the conventional image of climate belonging to the domain of

natural sciences. This is not so, because whenever climate is even talked

about it spills over into the social domain.
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