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Chapter Five 

The United Nations? 



INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Conflakes 

    

 

Jacques-Louis David, The Tennis Court Oath (c.1791)   

    

 

It is hard not to feel cheated when you open a box of cornflakes. The large box promises a 
lot. But once you open the cardboard flaps, you see that nearly a third of it turns out to be 
just a lot of air.    
    
‘Conflakes’.  Surely not Cornflakes.   
    
At first sight David’s famous painting of ‘The Tennis Court Oath’ looks rather similar.  
 
There is a lot of useless air here too. Half the picture in fact.  
 
If a child brought home from school a drawing proportioned like this, you would 
enthusiastically praise it and smile – but quietly think to yourself that there was a lot of 
wasted space. In fact, David’s painting might remind you of those pictures that you get 
when you ask a child to take a photograph. The resulting image, taken by someone of such 
inexperience with a camera, will probably have a whole lot of sky or landscape… and at the 
bottom of the frame, you might just see your decapitated head, happily smiling.   



 
If we are to accuse David of further childish mistakes with the picture, we could also point 
out that his painting is not even coloured in. What is David doing? Why have these basic 
mistakes been made?  
        
David was a master painter. In fact, he is ranked amongst the very greatest artists of all 
time. And so it should go without saying - he has certainly not made some kind of childish 
mistakes. The fact is that David has framed The Tennis Court Oath like this very deliberately. 
Indeed, the empty space is exactly what you are supposed to be looking at.  
 
There is even someone pointing to it.  
 
This man, whose face is in the bullseye of the picture, is Jean Sylvain Bailly - the Mayor of 
Paris in the revolutionary year of 1789.  
 
But what is he pointing at?  
 
This is an awkward question; as to name this thing above their heads necessarily means that 
it will get clumsily simplified. Great art thrives on holding together different meanings in 
suspension. The naming of the main object of this painting would be a bit like lifting the lid 
on the box labelled “Schrodinger’s Cat” and thereby kill it.  
 
Our analysis, however, has to start somewhere.  
 
An ideal 
 
What Bailly is pointing to is an idea, or more significantly, an ideal. It is something that 
equalises everyone who has a part to play underneath it. If we really push the description of 
the object of this painting into something very specific, then what Bailly is pointing at here 
could be summed up with the word, “democracy” and all the family of values that go with it. 
It is the most dominating, visible and invisible, aspect of the painting.  
 
The Tennis Court that David has painted here is in the old village Versailles on the outskirts 
of Paris. It is just near the famous Palace that housed the King and Queen of France in such 
opulence. It is the location of the first scene in a very dramatic story. An assembly of people 
have gathered, and something has flipped the atmosphere into a highly energised state. 
Something momentous is happening. The energy in the room is billowing the curtains, it is 
turning umbrellas inside out. It is an energy that has really got the crowds going.  
 
Very specifically, The Tennis Court Oath captures the trigger moment of the French 
Revolution.   
 
The air is filled with the noble gases of freedom, equality and brotherhood. Admittedly, 
chemists would rightly remind us that noble gases are inert1. However, the noble gases of 

 
1 The noble gases were identified and given a group identity in 1902. They were added together as a group to 
the Periodic table by Mendeleev under the number “0”.  



democracy in evidence here were really certainly not inert. They were highly reactive, as 
France was about to find out.2  
 
It is true that democratic French ambition went dreadfully wrong with those who got  
caught up in David’s freeze frame here. Things would quickly become very dark and twisted, 
but in this brief moment at the Tennis Court, there was something genuinely beautiful and 
precious in sight.  
 
Indeed, the impulse towards democracy at work here was not an isolated incident 
contained within the town of Versailles, or within the borders of France. Democracies were 
gaining support above and below ground in Europe, and had recently burst into a full flush 
of life in America.  
 
The commitment to open governance, and human rights would eventually pan out to 
dozens of nations3, and eventually include women45, and different races6. This expansion of 
democracy would not always be accompanied by bloodshed, but the transformations of 
society towards more extensive democratic rule would never be achieved without serious 
suffering, sacrifice and solidarity. The fights for democratic rule had won many major 
victories in a range of nations by the first quarter of the 20th century.  
 
Thanks for pointing us in the right direction Monsieur Bailly.  
 
A twisted ideal 
 
But.  
 
Bailly is also pointing at something ignoble.  
 
It is true that the ideal of democracy in the Tennis Court equalises those who participate in 
it. However, it is also true the energy conjured into life in here illustrates the fact that ideals 
can dwarf people. So after giving proper credit to David for being brave enough to open up a 
huge lofty space on his canvas for the human ability to think and act beyond himself, we 

 
2 As a rather tragic metaphor, the celebrated French Chemist Antoine Lavoisier described the combustibility of 
oxygen for the first time, he reported his findings to the French Academy on20thOctober  1772. However, his 
shady connections with different types of corruption with the ancien regime led to his life dramatically 
imploding in 1794. He was executed during the Reign of Terror for his “defrauding of the state” through taxes 
and the adulteration of tobacco.  
3 The ‘Democracy Index 2021’ indicated that 45.7% of the world’s population live in either “Fully Democratic” 
states such as New Zealand, or “Flawed Democracies”, such as the USA. 
4 Another shocking feature of the Tennis Court Oath painting is that it is only populated by men. The 
playwright Olympe de Gouges wrote in “A Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female Citizen” 
(1791), “Women are born equal to men… since women are allowed to mount the scaffold, they should also be 
allowed to stand in parliament and defend their rights”.   
5 It took the Swiss canton of Appenzell Innerrhoden (AI) until 1990 [sic] to grant its women a vote. Sick indeed. 
6 “Surely it is absolutely repugnant to the great number of the people of the Commonwealth that an aboriginal 
man, or aboriginal lubra or gin – a horrible, degraded, dirty creature – should have the same rights… To me it is 
as repugnant and atrocious a legislative proposal as anyone could suggest.” Australian Sir Alexander Perceval 
Matheson, 3rd Baronet, speaking in 1902. The Australian ‘Commonwealth Electoral Act’ in 1962 eventually 
assented to their equal rights.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canton_of_Appenzell_Innerrhoden


should then also credit him for noticing something spasmodic and chaotic in this moment. 
The Tennis Court Oath was not just a simple moment of pure enlightenment.  
 
The ideals that the Mayor of Paris is pointing to have the power to morph and mutate. Yes, 
David has invited to look at an idea, but it is an idea that took on a cruel and formidable 
material force. Indeed, the word ‘‘democracy’’ was originally intended as an insult. It was a 
slur against “mob rule”, or more literally “people power”7; and the suspicions about handing 
power over to the messy energies of the masses that are signaled by the word “democracy” 
will be played out with graphic clarity in the events that unfold from this point.  
 
The savage ending to this formidable storm of human history is a bit of a toe curler, and any 
student of the French Revolution knows where all this is going to end up.  
  
After centuries of encrusted Feudal rule, the nobles of the ancien regime will be thrown out 
of power in a sudden swirl of events. King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette, along with 
thousands of others, will be beheaded.8 The hands held aloft in unity here would soon turn 
into a frenzy of finger pointing and paranoia.9 ‘The Reign of Terror’ would surge through 
France as a horrendously violent storm in 1793-4, in a fulfilment of du Pan's prediction that 
"the Revolution would devour its own children”. 
 
What started out as an outward looking vision to unite the nation of France under some 
noble enlightenment principles ended up pivoting into a destructive, psychotic turn inwards. 
The leaders of the Revolution, along with their groupies, pulled down the symbolic order,  
shredded the rule book, the calendar, and anything that threatened their evangelistic 
progress towards a perfect society. What started as inclusive ended up as convulsive.  
 
And it all concluded with a sweeping violation of the very thing that it set out to establish - 
human rights.  
 
In fact, David actually had a very good excuse for not colouring his sketch of the Tennis 
Court Oath in. By the time his background drawings were complete, the men in the picture 
had got caught up in the blood bath. On 12th November  1793, at the Champ de Mars, the 
busy blade of a guillotine would slice off Bailly’s head.   
   
Woosh.  
 
You probably didn’t see that coming Monsieur Bailly.  
 

 
 
 

 
7 Literally, “people power” (demos = people, cracy = power). Indeed, “cracy” is far less dignified than an 
alternative Greek word, “archy” which means “rulership”. 
8 Being beheaded really does make it difficult “to eat cake”.  
9 Credit here to the wordsmith Simon Schama and the articulate way that he opens up the narrative of David’s 
painting in the BBC documentary, “The Power of Art”.  



MAIN TEXT  
 

The Space Above Our Heads  
Part One 

 
 
The United Nations 
 
This chapter is about the space above our heads.  
 
It is about the importance of that democratic space. More specifically, it will underline the 
importance of protecting it, and help us think more clearly about it.  
 
On the second floor of the UNHQ in New York 
there is an ancient barrel10, covered with 
cuneiform indentations of text. Dated to 
539BC, it was originally published by Cyrus the 
Great after he had defeated the Babylonian 
Empire. The text praises the Persian King for 
liberating thousands of people from their 
captivity in Babylon, and allowing them to 
return home.  
 
The barrel text could be understood as a rather beautiful birth certificate of human rights.11  
 
By putting this barrel on display, the United Nations was affirming a very early dot in a long 
and zigzagging sequence that stretches over millennia of human civilization, in which the 
murmur of rights becomes increasingly pronounced.   
 
This chapter has joined this great dot-to-dot of political progress at the moment of the 
Tennis Court Oath in 1789, when the chorus of calls for human rights had developed real 
momentum. Yet as we have just noted, the line of advance was never linear. Almost 
immediately after that burst of life and solidarity, the French regressed into division and 
destruction.  
 
Indeed, this pattern would continue throughout the 19th century. When many millions of 
men and women were added to the voting registers of nations in the first quarter of the 
twentieth century, it felt like a positive crescendo was taking place. It looked like the march 
of democracy had really found its rhythm.  
 

 
10 It is a replica, the original “Edict of Cyrus” is now housed in the British Museum. 
11 This was certainly the case made by the Shah of Iran who gifted a copy of the barrel to the UN. However, if 
we were to consult historians of this ancient period in Mesopotamia they would inform us that there are 
several texts with similar declarations which date much further back, as far as the 3rd millennium BC. Still, this 
is a beautiful object with many layers of significance.   

The  “Edict of Cyrus”, 539BC. 



Then 1932 happened. A massive, abrupt zag backwards happened. 
 
The distressed democracy in Germany effectively voted into power the most sadistic and 
serious threat to open government and human rights that the modern world has ever faced. 
Adolf Hitler’s dictatorship took the threat to civilised life to a profoundly obscene and global 
level.  
 
In what seemed like the ultimate test of human nature between 1939 and 1945, the Allied 
powers battled against the Axis powers. The dark energies of fear, hate and division were 
rallied together for a most brutal assault on human dignity. We emerged from World War II 
with deep wounds and scars.  
 
 We also emerged, however,  with genuine strength and conviction. The global affirmation 
of human rights, democracy and freedom that was declared by the establishment of the 
United Nations in 1945 was an emphatic statement of intent for the future. There was a 
definitive resolve to make the UN a concluding moment in the history of human conflict.  
 
Democracy will always be a fragile experiment, it will always be prone to failures, and 
spasms of violence, because it is rooted in human beings who are full of the most 
remarkable contradictions. We are capable of the most lofty selflessness and yet we can 
behave with such atrocious  negligence and recklessness. We should not be timid about our 
greatest values, and we should not be shy about facing our dark side too.   
 
The modern United Nations is a wonderfully ambitious project that seeks to protect and 
strengthen the space above our heads. It is constantly wrestling with all the contradictory 
forces of the human condition. Even at its birth, the opening declarations of the UN were 
asserted by nation states that hardly embodied the values they were pointing to12.  
 
All the binding commitments to peace embodied in the UN treaties were signed in the 
aftermath of a traumatic existential crisis. All the institutional apparatus of the UN was set 
up with a deep understanding of how damaging it can be when that space turns toxic.  
 
 

 
12 Most notably the USSR under Stalin was a founding member of the UN in 1945. Their 27 million war dead in 
World War II outstripped any other nation by miles. Yet, Roosevelt knew about some of the human rights 
abuses carried out under Stalin (such as the Katyn Massacre in Poland in 1940) and his totalitarian regime. 
However, it was essential to have the USSR in the tent, not out of it. Indeed, it was given a seat in the UN 
Security Council.  



 

 
 
 
 
 

Guernica  
 
As a headbanging reminder of the carnage that total disrespect for human life can cause in a 
technological age, there is a work of art that deserves note: Picasso’s “Guernica”. A tapestry 
copy of it was hung up in the UNHQ building, and provided a backdrop to hundreds of UN 
statements concerning conflict around the world. If we look up here, we can see the eye of an 
electric bulb illuminating a horrifying scene of suffering.  
 

 
 
Guernica used to be a quiet, unassuming village in the Basque region of Spain. Then in 1937, 
on 26th  April , at 16:30, the villagers were compelled to look up at the sky. It had suddenly 
turned formidably noisy and menacing. They would be bombed relentlessly for four hours by 
the German Luftwaffe. This test-drive of Blitzkrieg tactics turned Guernica to rubble, and blew 
impossibly wide wounds into the lives of hundreds of innocent victims.  
 
Picasso took on the task of capturing the awful scale of the demolition on canvas. He produced 
a work of remarkable claustrophobic intensity. He framed a mangled pile-up of the modern 
and the mythical, in which a screaming mother and a dead baby are thrown into a writhing 
mass of dismembered horses, bulls and body parts.  
 
When Picasso’s apartment was taken over by the Nazis, in the later occupation of Paris, the SS 
soldiers reportedly noticed a copy of the Guernica painting. They asked Picasso, “Did you do 
this?”. To which Picasso answered tersely, “No. You did”.  
 
Great art cuts through the noise. Great art has a timeless power.  



Look Up 
 
Today, a violent storm is here again.  
 
Above our heads we have charged the atmosphere with a massive load of extra energy. 
Climate change has the capacity to unleash unparalleled violence on human civilisation. We 
must look up - not only at the atmosphere, but also at the democratic space above our 
heads. Both need continual efforts to protect them from the excesses of human ignorance, 
stupidity and greed.   
 
When Bailly stood in the Tennis Court and raised his arm straight, he was pointing up at 
something profoundly important. We need to keep looking at it.  
 
We no longer live in the Age of Enlightenment. We seem to live in an Age of Entitlement. 
Today, the existential threat we face  does not come at us like a bullet or a bomb, it comes 
hidden behind the comforts of convenience. We need to call up all of cultural memory, 
sharpen our minds and remember our capacity for courage.  
 
 

The Space Above Our Heads  
Part Two 

 
 

 
It is informative to return to the Tennis Court. The painting can serve to establish some key 
details about the modern world and our climate crisis. 
 

1. No cropping – The Third Estate 
 
The reason why so many people were gathered here was that there was a deep resentment 
in 1789 with the autocracy of the First (Ecclesiastical) and Second (Royal) Estates of France. 
The people framed by David here were from the Third (Everyone Else) Estate. They came to 
the Tennis Court to defiantly claim that the real France was embodied in them, and it was 
not represented in some inner, exclusive chamber of the Palace of Versailles where the 
other two estates were hanging out.   
 
School history books often invite us to look at this moment and remember the gross 
inequality of French society of the time. The famous text of Abbot Sieyès, poses the 
question, “What is the Third Estate?”. Helpfully, he answers his own question, “What is the 
Third Estate? Everything. What has it been until now in the political order? Nothing. What 
does it desire to be? Something.” (“Qu’est-ce que le tiers état?”, January 1789). 
 
The contrasting fortunes of the different estates were stark: whilst many of the Third Estate 
struggled to afford bread, many of the Second Estate struggled to put on their ridiculously 
oversized wigs for a ball. Thomas Piketty’s economic research provides some enlightening 
numbers: “In France just before the Revolution of 1789, the proportion of national wealth 



held by the top 10 percent was about 90 percent, and the fraction possessed by the top one  
percent was as much as 60 percent.”13  
 
Such unenlightened times. 
 
We live in now.  
 
The latest data shows that we must not look back on the ancien regime as if it were some 
backward period of history, when inequality used to be rampant. We must not crop our 
view of the present, by imagining that inequality has been tamed and that its visceral power 
to destroy lives has been overcome. If anything, we should lament our own inability to get a 
grip on it. In 2022, the top 10% still own a whopping 76% of the global wealth14, and the top 
1% still own just below 50% of all wealth15. In fact, we could push it further and note that 
the top 0.01% own 11% of global wealth. 
 
And it should be no surprise to find out that these figures for wealth are a mirror of who is 
responsible for global emissions. The details of this inequality will be unpacked in the 
following chapter. If you only have the bare essentials to live, you hardly have the resources 
or time to create huge greenhouse gas emissions. In 2021, there were 3.9 billion people 
who hardly own anything at all; they can only claim a dismal 2% of the worlds’ wealth 
between them.   
 
It seems incontestable that the space above our head should be shared equally amongst all 
people of the world. It would cause an outrage if people standing in a room started bottling 
up the air for themselves to breathe, thereby depriving others of their equal right to oxygen. 
Yet, for over a century, the industrially advanced nations of the world have been tipping 
their emissions into the shared atmosphere at an astonishing speed, and therefore we now 
have a situation where people are already dying because of it.   
 
There is one atmosphere. We all have an equal right to it. 
 
  

 
13 Thomas Piketty, “Capital in the Twenty-First Century” (2013), p544.  
14 https://wir2022.wid.world/executive-summary/ 
15 “Global Wealth Report” 2021, Credit Suisse.  



 
 

2. No Cropping – The Full Self 
 

David’s painting of the Tennis Court Oath frames a group of high-minded men.16 They would 
eventually be led into the revolutionary storm that was starting to swirl overhead by a man 
called Maximillian Robespierre.  
 
We can find Robespierre in the unfinished painted version of the work. His ghostly, sketchy 
frame offers us some reminders about the dangers of what might lie further on from the 
present. Regrettably, although he had his young heart and mind fixed on the common good 
in his early years – Robespierre ended up in a situation in which he could only see the whole 
outside world as a threat.  

 
16 These men were not peasants carrying shovels and threshing blades with them. In fact, these men were 
mainly the bourgeoisie. Although they were richer than most, they were thinking beyond themselves.  



 

After months of trying to defend and purify France against the enemy, the dynamics of the 
revolution got out of control. And in his final weeks, he retreated in fevered isolation to his 
Parisian apartment as the tight clench of the Terror tightened closer to his own neck. The 
last days of his life were spent trapped inside in a small committee room (‘The Committee of 
Public Safety’, 1793-94).17 
 

Sometimes history throws up examples that are so vivid in their message for us. In the case 
of Robespierre, we find a shocking example of how virtues collapsed into the most terrible 
vices. His life is an amazing compression of all that is both good and fearful in the human 
condition. Robespierre offers us a striking example about the risks and losses that we invoke 
when we lose sight of the value of ‘the other’. His last weeks demonstrate the dangers of a 
retreat into the self, into factionalism, or into tribalism. 
 
He takes centre stage here because climate change requires courageous openness and 
collaboration. Not the opposite.   
 
 

 
17 It was in this committee room that Robespierre was arrested. He was shot through the jaw during the 
capture, and the disfigurement and blood that this caused was reportedly very difficult for him to deal with 
psychologically… a problem that was soon fixed by the guillotine.  



 

In the Tennis Court Oath, and in the early days of the French revolution, there 
seemed to be a healthy and clear minded concern for ‘the other’. In this sketch, 
Robespierre is to the right of centre.18 He has both hands on his breast, in 
recognition of the nobility of the idea, and the enormity of the moment. His 
privileged background was much like the other Bourgeoisie men19 around him on 
the Tennis Court. Yet in these early days, despite the privilege and wealth that 
they had, they were gathered there because they were acutely aware of the 
injustices and inequalities of their world.  
 
Indeed, years before this painting, Robespierre had a deeply formative moment. 
He was the top student in a prestigious Parisian Lycée ‘Louis le Grand’. He had 
been chosen from 500 competitors to read Latin verse for the visit of King Louis 
VXI. However, because it turned out to be a rather foggy and drizzly day, the King 
couldn’t be bothered to get out of his cosy royal carriage and so Robespierre had 
to recite his lines rather absurdly into the cold mist. He went home in an irate 
mood and rather than take out his disappointment on an air guitar in his 
bedroom, this angry teenager picked up a copy of Rousseau’s “The Social 
Contract” (1762). 
 
Rousseau is arguably the true godfather of the French Revolution. His works were best 
sellers throughout France, and “The Social Contract” was the reference book for the 
revolutionaries. Or perhaps more accurately, it was their civic gospel. In the revolutionary 
years of   the First Republic, it was Rousseau’s book that was often seen sticking out of 
Robespierre’s pocket as he sat in the open atmosphere of the coffee houses, and walked 
around the Parisian streets.  
 
It was a great pick.  
 
Despite Robespierre’s toxic turn inwards in the years of the Terror, in his youth he had read 
one of the most open and forward looking thinkers of the Enlightenment. Rousseau invited 
his readers to step outside of their narrow self-interests and become richer, fuller versions 
of themselves. Rousseau was a thinker who understood the human longing to live in 
community with others and nature. His Social Contract philosophy underlined the 
importance of virtues such as resilience and civic service in a society’s progress towards 
genuine happiness.   
 
Rousseau was not naïve about the difficulties that we can confront when we commit 
ourselves to the common good. However, when we step outside of our comfort zone in 
service to others, when we act with kindness and humility, we connect with something 
bigger than ourselves… and this in turn makes us fuller.  
 

 
18 In the fuller sketch Robespierre is just right of centre, under the outstretched arm of the man who is stood 
on the stool. 
19 Yes, just men. That half of the human population who reduced women to historical footnotes so often. Like 
here.  



Imagine the painting of the 
Tennis Court Oath cropped in 
half. Imagine our lives with no 
space for the other, and with no 
possibility to take a healthy 
perspective about our situation. 
Imagine a society without 
uplifting ideals and virtues.  
 
Unfortunately, the current political space can often seem like this. It can appear like modern 
democracies operate with a very low roof. The rise of populism has encouraged people to 
point fingers at each other rather than up towards something higher than them. The angry 
Presidency of Trump, the macho Presidency of Bolsonaro, the gobby Brexiteer Nigel Farage - 
all provided us with the loudest examples. For those who profit from division and instability, 
it is productive to create a sense of claustrophobia in a nation. A noisy atmosphere of fear 
can quickly shrink our thinking down to the short term, to a narrow nationalistic agenda, or 
to a thin individualistic level.  
 
With this sharper historical zoom, that can pick out “The Social Contract” in the pockets of 
these men, we can see that Bailly was pointing to a very full democratic life. Rousseau was a 
thinker who argued that we really do lose something of ourselves when we crop things 
down to a size that is only big enough for self-interest. He would maintain that a society is 
impoverished when those pointing to higher ideals are cynically heckled by their opponents, 
and everyone then loses the confidence and imagination to think and act beyond 
themselves.  
 
The space above our head that democracy provides, is absolutely essential to our well-
being.  
 
 

 
3. No cropping – of the public space.  

 
Finally, carrying around Rousseau in your back pocket also helps us keep in mind another 
important aspect of the public space above our head.  
 
Rousseau was acutely aware of how easily the fresh air of genuinely democratic debate can 
be polluted by commercial interests. He argued that when people met in a democracy, they 
should turn their minds towards “The General Will” beyond them.  
 
In 1789, that space was in a parliament, a pub, a published book or a newspaper – or just 
the open air. Now that so much of our collective thinking is done online, we need to stay 
attentive to how much of our social reflection is done through commercial tubing. So much 
of the worldwide web has been made sticky with algorithms and adverts that are designed 
to maximise profit, not the deeper welfare of the people.   
 
Robespierre ended up a silo of thought that was barely bigger than himself and he 
suffocated in there. The internet has been a tremendous force for enlarging democratic 



engagement. However, that common sense thought bubble needs to be protected like any 
other open space.  
 
 
 

 
The Space Above Our Heads  

Part Three 
 

 
 

THE UNITED NATIONS? 
 

 
Now to the matter in hand. The space above our heads that we call the atmosphere, and the 
international organisation that has been put in place to protect it.  

 
YOU HAD ONE JOB TO DO. 
 

On 4th June 1992, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
opened its doors for the Earth Summit in Rio. By 1994, the UNFCCC had entered into force with 
near universal membership (196 parties).20

  

It had become very clear that humanity was stepping into very dangerous territory with global 
warming. The UN understood that the politicians needed regular updates on the science and 
regular reviews of the progress made in achieving the Convention’s objective. The convention’s 
ultimate decision-making body is the Conference of the Parties (COP) and, as part of their plan, 
they established annual COP meetings in which these reviews would take place. The first COP 
meeting took place in Berlin on 28th March  1995.  

The UNFCCC has a singular objective: “To stabilise greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere at a level which would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the 
climate system”.  

YOU HAD ONE JOB TO DO 

 

There have been a long list of negotiated outcomes that often carry the name of the location in 
which they were agreed upon, and state various purposeful slogans. However, despite all of the 
signatures, the troubling fact is that not a single COP meeting has made progress in achieving its 
sole objective. The reason for gathering hundreds of politicians, diplomats and scientists together 
every year is to achieve the goal that the UNFCCC was set up for, which is “to stabilise emissions”.  

If a manager of a football team were given a vast range of resources, personnel, training facilities, 
and expert analysis to achieve the aim of having that football team gain promotion to the next 

 
20 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change timeline. 



division and 30 years had passed and the team was still sliding down the divisions, there would 
be an impossible level of media scrutiny about that performance. There is certainly no way that 
the same manager would still be in the job. This is of course, just a metaphor; for example, the 
UNFCCC is an institution not an individual;  in many respects, however, the metaphor should have 
even more bite because the stakes are not the fate of a football team, but rather entire economies 
and cultures.  

In fact, a curious feature of how we think about any climate change news is to be so quickly 
grateful for any gesture or move. In the absence of a resolute focus on the remaining carbon 
budget (as explained in the previous Module), the media has no secure handle on what is actually 
being achieved.  

A list of the meetings is presented here. 
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21 This much hyped ‘lull’ in energy- related CO2 emissions in 2015-2016 was short-lived. Energy CO2 emissions grew at 1.5% in 2017, 1.8% in 

2018, and so on. The 2020 decrease in emissions because of the global economic slow-down as a result of the COVID measures, is expected 

to be short-lived. Of course, to stop climate change, emissions have to be zero; and to reverse the damaging effects of the ramp in CO2 we 

need to then ‘drawdown’ the greenhouses gases towards 350ppm.  

 



We have gone from 360ppm of CO2 to 418ppm, because we have continued to add excessive 
amounts of CO2 into the atmosphere. In 1995, the year of the first COP meeting, we added an 
extra 27.8 gigatonnes of CO2. This number continued to climb through the nineties and we now 
emit over 40 extra gigatons of carbon in a year. This is a very basic observation, but it has to be 
stated repeatedly.  

The UNFCCC has many sub-groups, from Climate Finance to Climate Technology, from 
Deforestation to Gender, but it has one singular overriding objective. It has to keep anthropogenic 
interference in the atmosphere to a safe level. All of the other targets and outcomes only have 
any value in how they relate to this central aim.  

The UNFCCC is not doing its job.  

In the graph above, it can be seen that there have been some years during which the rate of 
increase started to flatten out, but this is hardly a comforting fact. If you were  a child as a 
passenger on your dad’s bike, and because of his enthusiasm and energy the bike had 
accelerated at an exponential rate, it would be little comfort if he shouted the message: “There 
is no need to worry” through the wind-noise.  
 
Slowing down the rate of increase is not enough. Even if your bike stopped increasing in speed 
and stabilised at 100kmh, it is still going way too fast. Moreover, this is not a flat track, and there 
are major obstacles and bumps ahead.  

 

 

What is urgently needed is a firm and sensible application of the brakes to actually slow down the 
bike to a speed that is compatible with your survival22. 

 

 

 
22 In fact, to achieve 1.5°C or lower we need to go in reverse, but first we have to slow right down and eventually stop.  



UNFCCC – A School Report  

In the European School system, where my students study, the pass mark is 5 out of 10. A failure 
to meet this average mark means that they must repeat a year of schooling.23 

Throughout the year, the students are presented with their grades in tests and homework across 
all of their subjects with marks out of 10. Their continual assessment is provided so that they can 
know if they are on target, and it helps students, teachers and parents make the right 
interventions in adequate time. A student with homework scores of 3/10 in Maths and French, a 
7/10 in Art, but with 4/10 in all the other subjects will clearly be in danger of having to repeat the 
year.  

It is a clear method of assessment. 

Compare that, with a typical climate change press release. For example, “Today, President Biden will 
announce a new target for the United States to achieve a 50-52 percent reduction from 2005 levels in 
economy-wide net greenhouse gas pollution in 2030”.  

Questions have to be asked: What is the concrete reality behind these confusing numbers? Do 
these commitments bring us closer to the UNFCCC’s objective or not? If they do, how much 
closer? Why do the media and the public tolerate being given their information in such a jumbled 
way, especially for something so fundamentally important to every society?  

The USA is not alone in making things cloudy. Biden is simply following the standard way in 
which climate promises are now released and published. For example, in 2021, the EU 
established the European Green Deal that affirmed its intention to reduce emissions by 55% by 
2030 based on the levels of 1990. Japan is committed to reducing its emissions by 26% by 2030 
based on the levels of 2013, and so on.  

 
By contrast, Economics would not tolerate such numerical ambiguity. It is informative to make a 
comparison with another major institution.  

For example, The Bank of England has a clear mandate, much like the UNFCCC. It must keep the 
UK’s inflation (CPI) “as close as possible to 2%”. The Bank must write an open letter of explanation 
to the Chancellor of the Exchequer if the CPI index roams more than one percentage point away 
from this target in either direction. In the letter, it has to explain how long it expects the inflation 
rate to remain off target, and the bank must also explain the policy actions it is taking to rectify 
the problem.  

On the homepage of the Bank of England’s website, the target inflation rate (2%), the current 
inflation rate (0.6%, as of July 2020), and two other key statistics (the lending rate and QE) are 
clearly shown. This is just common sense. In a democratic society, government institutions are 
accountable to the public and whether they succeed or fail in their goals, everyone has the right 
to know what is happening. This is especially true with something as fundamentally important to 
the economy as interest rates and inflation.  

 
23 There are some small qualifications to this rule, but it is the clear starting point for Class Council considerations.  



 

 
A visit to the UNFCCC website is very different. Anyone (whose interests include treasure hunts 
and wasting valuable time) could spend several days clicking around the website looking for  key 
information. There are interesting articles about beating plastic pollution, how people in the Sahel 
are developing solar energy and so much more. It is a busy webpage with many layers and 
hundreds of articles that are related to climate change all of which create the impression that 
something is being done.  

However, the fundamental question about climate change remains unstated and unanswered.  

The essential target for humans is buried far away from the home page. The essential data that 
demonstrates our progress towards that target is startling by its omission. It is a systemic problem 
that extends from the webpage to the podium. It is a systemic problem that is also mirrored in 
the way the media reports on the UNFCCC.  

Pointing back to previous warnings about “cropping” the public space, the foggy media coverage 
can be quickly understood. How many media networks have a deep enough motivation to get to 
expose the truth behind those statements? The commercial imperative to appear interesting and 
attract clicks is normally stronger than the imperative to present the difficult truth.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 



Back to School  

There are two issues here.  

• Clarity 

Firstly, returning to the problem of reporting emissions targets as percentages: imagine that as a 
parent you receive a report for your child which reads like this: “In History, we expect Madeline 
to achieve a 26- 28% improvement in her grade by 2025 based on the results she attained in 2005” 
and “In Geography, we expect Madeline to increase her mark by 40% by 2040 based on the level 
of 1990”.  

Given such a foggy and muddled format, you would rightly insist that the school provide another 
document. It would be reasonable to ask for the overview to be given in grades like 7/10 and 
8/10. It is a notation system that is transparent, and it enables the reader to draw the main 
conclusions easily. They show where improvements have been made, and where more effort or 
interventions are needed.  

Every child in a class has the right to know how well they are performing, for better or worse. 
Every citizen has the right to clear information about the atmosphere.  

• Answering the Question 
 

Secondly, many students who fail an exam or an assessment do so because they do not answer 
the question.  

When appropriate, my Philosophy students’ essays are assessed on a ‘shit’ scale. At the bottom 
of this scale is horseshit. These responses are characterised by various features: they cover a large 
area, they have little shape but a large volume, they don’t really smell of anything because their 
content is rather bland, they are not very memorable – and crucially, they don’t answer the 
question.  

Although it is a very unpleasant thought, at the top of the scale is dogshit. These are outstanding 
essays, characterised by a very meaty content, a compact size and a strong impression that is 
difficult to forget. Most importantly, dogshit essays point somewhere.  

If I invited my students to assess any of the speeches made in all of the COP meetings, or indeed 
any political comments about climate change, they would be graded as horseshit. They simply 
do not answer the question that they have set out to answer.  
 
Although teachers can monotonously repeat the same message about focus, and although many 
students struggle to see why this is so fundamentally important in an assessment, the dull fact is 
that not answering the question posed makes all of the knowledge and understanding they 
might have used irrelevant.  
 
The UN has one job to do:  
 
Namely: “stabilising greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level which would 
prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system”.  
 
In all the clutter of statements, initiatives, meetings, tweets, articles, press releases and media 
coverage – they have not been held to account over this one singular task.   
 



 
CUT X INDEX 
 
But how can this be done?  
 
And to achieve it a simple, transparent 
measure of progress is needed. And the good 
news is that it is not complicated.  
 
The only reliable way to know if we are on 
track to stabilise emissions at a safe level is by 
tracking the level of the remaining carbon 
budget for 1.5°C and 2°C. For this there is 
simple tool: the “CutX Index”. This index takes 
the latest data on the carbon budget and 
divides it equally amongst all the people of the Earth. Grouped then into nations, it provides an 
X-ray image of the true situation. It shows precisely where we are up to, and who is 
undermining the stability of life on Earth.  
 
The next chapter will demonstrate that it is richest nations of the world who are filling the 
atmosphere with greenhouse gases at the most reckless rates. Chapter 6 will also explain the 
simple data and principles behind the index. There would be a case for calling it “The Common 
Sense Index”. However, such a title would betray the fact that there is necessarily a scientific basis 
to the index - one that is rooted in the remaining carbon budget.  

It is not truly odd that we have no reliable index for climate change? Is it not utterly bizarre that 
we have no standard measure of where we are up to? Why do we not attentively measure the 
gap between ourselves and an existential disaster?   

It is weirdly mesmerising that every year thousands of delegates, with thousands of scientists, 
accompanied by thousands of staff, tracked by thousands of reporters, all assemble in one town 
for two weeks … and yet the main reason for them all being there is not addressed with any clarity 
whatsoever.  

We currently have no dashboard for the greatest problem that has ever hung above our heads.  

At every United Nations COP, there are rooms just full of people who don’t look up. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusion 
 
 
Back to the Cornflakes   
 
 
The next time we open a box of cornflakes and feel 
cheated by the empty space, we should remind 
ourselves that if it weren’t for that bubble of air 
packaged inside the bag, our morning breakfast would 
be much poorer for it.  
 
We all appreciate the evenly sized cornflakes that pour 
into our breakfast bowl. Each individual one has survived 
the long bumpy ride from the factory to the table, and it 
has found a secure niche, right next to its 
close neighbours. In fact, there is no need for the slightly 
apologetic words of the manufacturers, that “The 
contents might have settled during transit”, because that 
is exactly what they are supposed to do.  
 
Nobody with any experience of breakfast would want a 
soggy bowl full of corn dust, perhaps with just a few 
lucky surviving flakes.  
 
The air above the cornflakes really matters. 
 
It is time that we clicked, ‘back’ or ‘restore’ on our image of ourselves and of our society. 
David’s Tennis Court Oath painting can help us be bold enough to look back at the fullest 
picture of ourselves. Yes, we are capable of idiocy and violence. Yes, we have let fear and 
anger crush us in the past. But Sylvan Bailly is pointing to a wonderful space that exists 
above our heads.  
 
Let’s be bold enough to fill it with solidarity, courage and respect.  
 
Let’s be smart enough to scaffold it with science- based laws about the climate.  
     
 
    
 
 

 


