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ohn Dewey is mentioned only twice in Charles Sabel’s and David Victor’s Fixing 

the Climate: Strategies for an Uncertain World but his experimentalist approach runs 
through their diagnosis of what has gone wrong—and what can go right—in 

addressing climate change. Sabel and Victor cite Dewey as a theorist of 
“experimentalist governance” who “took uncertainty and change as the dominant 
problems of political life, and the need to adapt institutions to new circumstances as 
the continuing challenge to democracy” (10). In practice, and updated to the present 
day, they argue that that many global problems are best addressed through a flexible 
mixture of regulatory guidance and penalty defaults. The governance structures that 
Sabel and Victor recommend recognize the uncertainty baked into contemporary 
global problems as well as how both problems and solutions evolve, especially in 
response to technological innovation. When they write that separating “the 
conception and execution of large and complex projects is theoretically dubious” (107) 
it’s easy to hear overtones of Dewey’s claim that means and ends are interdependent. 
 As a result, Fixing the Climate is more than a guidebook for policymakers 
looking to improve their collective response to global problems. It’s also a case study 
in how a combination of Deweyan political theory and epistemology can be put into 
action. This is a refreshing change of pace, directing our attention to often-
overlooked aspects of Dewey’s mature thinking. So, while his educational theory has 
and continues to receive attention (and this is arguably where his views have had the 
greatest practical impact), and his views on aesthetics, moral theory, and participatory 
democracy are still much discussed, Dewey’s epistemology (or “theory of inquiry”) and 
its public policy implications have generally received second, third, or fourth billing. 
This book helps fill the gap, showing how a Deweyan approach to experimentalist 
problem-solving provides concrete guidance in resolving what might appear to be 
intractable or “wicked” problems. I would argue that, despite the paucity of direct 
references, this book still manages to offer a welcome addition to the secondary 
literature on Dewey’s philosophy. 
 Sabel and Victor claim that the regulatory frameworks of the 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol and the 2015 Paris Agreement were doomed from the start: these 
agreements’ ongoing lack of success is a result of too-rigid targets, an over-
dependence on consensus-building that permitted obstruction and inaction, and an 
unwillingness to recognize the degree of uncertainty in any attempt to understand 
and respond to climate change. Or, more precisely, because the response to climate 
change is riven with uncertainty (Dewey would call it a deeply “problematic” 
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situation) it requires an experimental response that doesn’t prejudge what counts as 
an adequate solution or the best methods of achieving it. Sabel and Victor contrast the 
Kyoto and Paris agreements with the 1987 Montreal Protocol regulating ozone-
depleting pollutants. The Montreal Protocol, they argue, was experimentalist to the 
core: it built a structure plus a set of incentives and penalties that encouraged nations 
and chemical companies to find solutions to the problem of ozone-depletion. By 
providing both carrots and sticks the Montreal agreement was able to adapt its goals 
as new technological innovations were developed and to devise solutions that took 
the evolving science and engineering into account. On some level this was known to 
the framers of the Kyoto and Paris agreements but Sabel and Victor argue that policy-
makers drew the wrong lessons from the success of the Montreal Protocol. Because 
complex global problems can only be solved through multi-national agreements, it’s 
essential to construct frameworks that can adapt to changing and local circumstances. 
 The experimentalist governance that Sabel and Victor endorse is defined by 
three key features: an organizational structure, a deliberative approach grounded in 
peer review, and a keen awareness of how incentives and sanctions can support the 
public good (48). The organizational structure prioritizes flexibility and collaboration 
among key stakeholders: these ensure the experimental attitude necessary for 
addressing complex and uncertain situations. Deliberation, in turn, “is typically 
organized as peer review” (60) that brings stakeholders together, builds trust, and 
empowers both frontline workers and “street-level” bureaucrats (66). Finally, 
governance structures need to incorporate “penalty defaults” that reward prudent 
risk-taking while discouraging obstruction and foot-dragging: these incentives add 
costs to the status quo in order to encourage innovation and experimentation. 
 Sabel and Victor illustrate experimentalist governance structures with a series 
of case studies. The first three focus on “innovation at the technological frontier” (74) 
where complex environmental issues were addressed, in part, by the development and 
adoption of new technologies. These case studies—the California Air Resources 
Board’s successful push for zero-emissions vehicles, the development and adoption of 
“scrubber” technology at coal-fired power plants, and the US Department of Energy’s 
Advance Research Projects Agency (ARPA-E)—make the case that experimentalist 
governance structures, more than market forces alone, play a crucial role in devising 
effective solutions under uncertain and unpredictable conditions. The second set of 
case studies–focusing on Irish agricultural run-off, the integration of renewable 
energy sources into the California electrical grid, and efforts to stem deforestation in 
the Amazon—point to the importance of “contextualization” (106): of taking local 
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conditions into account when implementing technological solutions. Taken together, 
these case studies provide support not just for their vision of experimentalist 
governance—it really works, they claim—but for the relevance of experimentalist 
governance across a range of sectors (agriculture, energy, and forestry) and with 
regard to climate change in particular. 
 Finally, they conclude with a set of recommendations for promoting 
international collaboration moving forward. The Paris Agreement, they argue, can 
continue to play a largely symbolic role “as the climate conscience of the world” (167) 
while the hard work of addressing climate change will “come through standards 
setting at the frontier of technological innovation and, to a lesser extent, 
contextualization that pools local learning” (169). In some cases this will proceed 
through “open plurilateral agreements” (176) negotiated among particular countries 
with respect to specific markets and sectors. In other cases it will depend on creating 
institutions and governance structures that encourage information-sharing, that are 
aware of how different solutions may succeed depending on specific social situations, 
and that have the authority to serve as the “gorilla in the closet” (to use William 
Ruckelshaus’ phrase) when parties intentionally drag their feet. 
 Sabel and Victor write that, for Dewey, the response to uncertainty is “to 
explicitly acknowledge the fallibility of current arrangements, and make concrete 
problems the trigger to the adjustment of methods and clarification of goals.” 
Moreover, “the collaborative investigation of alternatives can only be effective if it 
integrates the knowledge of experts with the experience and values of citizens” (10). 
These insights run through their arguments and case-studies; indeed, Dewey is the 
only political theorist they cite. However, the Dewey they need is less the Dewey of 
The Public and Its Problems and more the Dewey of Logic: The Theory of Inquiry: their 
focus is less on the conditions for democratic participation and more on the conditions 
for effective problem-solving (though, to be fair, Dewey would argue that these 
conditions overlap). This is because climate change is not just a problem of social 
organization and governance structures: it’s also a scientific, technological, and 
engineering problem, taking place in a biological and physical “existential matrix” that 
determines which solutions ultimately succeed. 
 Fixing the Climate offers both an illustration as well as an updating of Dewey’s 
views. While Dewey was well aware of the forces that could undermine effective 
problem-solving (as well as democratic participation), he could not have fathomed the 
global scope and complexity of climate change. The metaphors he typically falls back 
on—e.g., the “free gatherings of neighbors on the street corner”—don’t do justice to 
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the size of the problem, the degree of misinformation, the technological challenges, 
and the sophisticated forms of deception that distract from and prevent effective 
action. In contrast, Sabel and Victor are clear that, in addition to flexible, experimental 
structures, and a commitment to finding solutions that work in specific, local 
contexts, there must also be “a gorilla in the closet” to ensure that progress is indeed 
made. 
 Of course, this is just what we (and Dewey) would expect. The dangers that 
Dewey foresaw and addressed in 1927 or 1939 are not exactly the same dangers that 
we face today. But it’s precisely because uncertainty and complexity have increased, 
and because we cannot fall back on what might have worked in the past, that Dewey’s 
defense of experimentalism and fallibilism still resonates. And, for Dewey scholars, 
this is what makes Fixing the Climate noteworthy: Sabel and Victor show how— 
without a trace of nostalgia—Dewey offers a way to address complex global problems. 


