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Abstract 
 
This paper reflects on the report “Societal Responses to Significant Change: An 
Historical Analysis” an early deliverable in the Australian Government funded South 
East Queensland Climate Adaptation Research Initiative (SEQCARI). Societal 
Responses to Significant Change reviewed 33 case studies developed by 12 
researchers that illustrate the range of contextual responses to change in order to 
better understand the historical precedents for human adaptive capacity. Both 
responses to major sudden change and incremental change are considered. No 
particular priority is given to climate change as adaptive capacity is not restricted to 
issues of climate change alone but is a generic human response to environmental, 
social, political and economic change.  
 
Social learning and adaptive capacity does not occur in a vacuum. The historical 
profiling of responses to significant change illustrates how a range of factors 
contribute to a society’s success or failure. These profiles take the form of scenarios 
that ground reflection on the future in how human societies and institutions have 
responded to challenges in the past. The historical scenarios offered in this paper are 
intended to clarify the interplay of these factors of scale and to elicit responses from 
stakeholder groups as part of the ongoing work of the SEQCARI project. Jim Dator’s 
scenario archetypes of continued growth, collapse, disciplined society and 
transformation are used to order scenarios and to stimulate the thinking of 
stakeholder participants in the project encounter groups.  
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This paper grows out of a three year project funded by Australian Federal and 
Queensland State initiatives looking at climate change (T. F. Smith, et al., 2010). The 
South East Queensland Climate Adaptation Research Initiative (SEQCARI) is part of a 
general shift in thinking about adaptive capacity that moves away from problem 
solving to a more nuanced appreciation of the links between a geophysical event 
such as climate change and culture. The focus becomes more concerned with human 
process in response to a perceived vulnerability than with simply how best to ‘batten 
down the hatches!’  
 
A recent CSIRO1

 

 working paper noted that adaptive responses are nested across 
scale. The authors, Preston and Stafford-Smith, argued that how we assess 
vulnerability and develop suitable responses may require innovative thinking. Thus 
they reflect: 

A central challenge is the identification of assessment approaches that reflect the 
nested nature of both vulnerability and adaptation, while avoiding paralysis through 
complexity. This may require the development of a novel framework and set of 
methods or simply the more thoughtful application of the existing toolkit. (2009, p. 
3) 
 
This quest for ‘a novel framework and set of methods’ has resulted in the current 
project developing a set of historical scenarios to stimulate thinking about climate 
change implications for South East Queensland, Australia. This approach assumes 
that climate change is not simply a geophysical event. It is also a cultural event. 
Climate change heralds a change in human systems as we gain a deeper 
appreciation of humanity’s place in the Earth’s bio-physical system. 
 

 

Adaptive Capacity 

The concept driving this new approach is adaptive capacity (Adger, 2003; Daffara, 
2010). Adaptive capacity varies across communities depending technological options, 
economic resources, legal and institutional framework, social awareness, among 
others. These include specific determinant and complex relationships which 
determine the final adaptive capacity of a system. As a result, adaptive capacity is 
unevenly distributed across different communities of a given region.  
 
Thinking about adaptive capacity makes the connection between the natural world 
and human social structures more transparent (Latour, 1991). Adaptation becomes a 
process in which these structures either learn (i.e. evolve) or fail. Adaptation also 
allows us to see the human world as the result of a collective search for solutions 
that emerge as the result of human activity. Societies are problem solving 
organisations and culture becomes the mix of human values and actions that seek to 
provide the illusion of stable identity and a recognisable tomorrow. 
 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Third Assessment Report (2001, p. 
982) defines adaptive capacity as “The ability of a system to adjust to climate 
change … to moderate potential damages, to take advantage of opportunities, or to 
cope with the consequences”.  
 
                                                 
1 CSIRO is the acronym for Australia’s Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation. See www.csiro.au  
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This definition generates a simple check list that can be used to assess adaptive 
capacity within context: 
 

Adjust to climate change  
Moderate potential damages  
Take advantage of opportunities  
Cope with consequences  

 
Figure 1: Adaptive capacity check list 

 
This simplicity is somewhat beguiling and misses much that is inherent to an 
understanding of adaptive capacity as a systemic property of context. Thus Jakku 
and Lynam (2010) emphasise the process nature of adaptive capacity. They define it 
as follows: 
 
“Adaptive capacity comprises the properties of a system that enable it to modify 
itself in order to maintain or achieve a desired state in the face of perceived or actual 
stress.” 
 
This definition suggests a dynamic approach to contextual factors that generate 
stress within a system. Jakku and Lynam suggest that such an approach must take 
into account the resources available to the system, the specific (unique) nature of 
context, and the play across scales of influence. They also suggest that adaptive 
capacity is a potentiality within any existing system and that it goes beyond being a 
coping strategy as the IPCC defines it.     
 
Social Learning 
 
Social learning and adaptive capacity does not occur in a vacuum. The historical 
profiling of responses to significant change illustrates how a range of factors 
contribute to a society’s success or failure (Diamond, 2005; Tainter, 1988). These 
factors include how complex a society is, the kind of leadership it has, the nature of 
its values and institutions, the imaginative capital of both individuals and the 
collective, the level of technology and the role of technology in shaping the social 
imaginary, the way a society generates knowledge and manages and disperses 
information, and at what scale the society is functioning at vis-a-vis the problem it 
faces.  
 
Social leaning is shaped by historical and contextual processes. It is practical in that 
it has effects that are to be seen within society (Wenger, 2000). It involves collective 
processes such as policy and infrastructure in reworking how reality is configured 
and experienced. It also has a personal dimension in that it involves individuals 
enacting collective goals and negotiating social space.  
 
This is a complex and iterative process. Perhaps the most effective social learning 
can be termed anticipatory action learning (S. Inayatullah, 2007). Such learning 
invokes the future, a specific desired future or a dysfunctional future, and engages 
iterative cycles of reflexive and goal driven action in generating effective processes 
for either achieving or avoiding the anticipated future. All of this revolves around 
what Slaughter calls ‘strategic foresight’ (Slaughter, 1995). One way of engaging 
with the future is via scenarios (Roubelat, 2009). Scenarios leverage reality. They 
enable those in context to think about alternatives to the dominant paradigm that 
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defines their choices and informs their decisions. Essentially, scenarios are internally 
consistent images of the future that reflect the trajectory of a dominant logic within a 
context.  
  
Historical Scenarios 
 
Scenarios are a key tool for fostering social learning. They do this by suggesting 
alternatives, challenging dominant constructions of the present and allowing people 
to develop visions of the future that are aligned to their own aspirations as 
individuals and communities. Furthermore, they challenge linear constructions of 
social process and affirm human agency – our ability to act on the present – by 
highlighting our centrality as social actors (S. Inayatullah, . Molitor, Graham, T. T. et 
al, 2009).   
 
Generally, scenarios are set in the future. They tend to draw on trends identified by 
experts in the field. Rather than looking at megatrends and megashocks (Hajkowicz 
& Moody, 2010) this study turns to the past. The study uses historical case studies 
from around the world to suggest possible trajectories for the future based on past 
responses to contextual stress. So, though history does not repeat itself, there are 
patterns within it from which societies can learn (Galtung, 1997). These patterns 
suggest possible ways our society might respond to the current challenge of climate 
change. Futurist Jim Dator (2002) has argued that scenarios can be extended when 
linked to what he calls ‘historical archetypes’. Such archetypes represent deep 
patterns that recur over time (Bezold, 2009; S. Inayatullah, 2008).  
 
By studying the historical record he identifies four clear social responses to stress: 

• continuation – this is the hopeful model of business as usual; 

• collapse – less hopeful, but useful in reminding people in contexts that 
contexts do fail; 

• disciplined society – in many respects this is a return to a past ‘ideal’ 
environment in which society is stable and organised around an overarching 
set of values: “usually considered to be ancient, traditional, natural, 
ideologically correct, or God-given” (Dator, 2002, p. 10); and 

• transformational society – in which the current form gives way to a 
qualitatively different social dynamic. Some see it as ‘high-tech’ or ‘high 
spirit’; it tends to be built around a different relationship to energy and social 
organisation. 

These categories he calls archetypes as they represent deep patterns that are found 
across history and its geographical/cultural settings.  
 
Designing the Study 
 
The SEQCARI focuses on four sectors involved in thinking about climate change: 
infrastructure human settlements and health, agriculture forestry and fisheries, 
ecosystems and biodiversity, energy. Case studies were selected because of their 
relevance to one or more of these sectors. Water, a key concern for Australia, was 
not addressed by the study as there are a number of water specific studies being 
conducted at present by federal and state agencies so it was considered an 
unnecessary overlap. The historical component of the project is designed to 
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stimulate reflection by stakeholder groups and generate scenarios specific to each 
sector. Such scenarios will feed back into the larger framework of the project. 
 
The SEQCARI project is a multifaceted, interdisciplinary engagement with climate 
change implications and possible responses for South East Queensland. Due for 
completion in early 2012 the research will unfold in the following five stages: 
 

1. identification of socio-economic trends and historical analysis 
2. system conceptualisation  
3. identification of key attributes of adaptive capacity 
4. analysis of adaptive capacity 
5. designing strategies of enhance effective adaptive capacity 

 
The conceptual model for the historical scenario thread of the SEQCARI project is 
portrayed visually as in figure 2: 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Conceptual Model for Historical Scenario Application 
 
The generation of scenarios stimulated by historical case studies is an innovative 
approach in both the discipline of history and in the futures field. The innovation has 
been stimulated by a need to better understand social and institutional learning in 
order to foster a proactive anticipatory action learning (Inayatullah, 2007).  
 
Rationale 
 
The historical turn in scenario work is justified via both critical and poststructural 
theory as both are grounded in an historical consciousness that understands the 
present as the result of choices made across time. Whether we look to Castoriadis 
(1997) or Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), Honneth (2007) or Habermas (2001), or 
to Foucauldian genealogy (1995) or the plane of immanence of Deleuze and Guattari 
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(1994) we find a deeply focused historical sensibility at work. Such a sensibility is 
attuned to historical possibilities in the present, It is also aware of how the 
normativity of the present distorts historical perception. Thus any critical or 
poststructural turn to the past is grounded in a moral vision of human agency shaped 
by the limitations of structure and its prevailing ideological mechanisms (Foucault, 
1970/2005). This means that the study of history is never neutral but motivated by a 
present centred preoccupation with identity and agency. This focus on agency clearly 
aligns with the need to understand adaptive capacity as an expression of social 
learning. This means it must be acknowledged that how we interrogate historical 
memory determines the kind of ‘answers’ we get.  
 
The fact that this study is grounded in the discourse of climate change constrains 
how the past is to be read. We are looking for ‘lessons’ from the past to help 
stimulate thinking about our current predicament. The question is: What lessons 
from the past can inform current approaches to adaptive capacity for South East 
Queensland stakeholders today? This is not a disinterested question, nor is this 
disinterested research. This is research driven by the sense that cultural values and 
understandings of the ‘real’ determine human collective and individual action. 
 
Cultural Addiction 
 
From this perspective we can see that certain values, behaviours, assumptions and 
expectations actually undermined the long term viability of a context. We can also 
see that time frames also determine how we understand this, as a short term fix can 
have unintended long term consequences. Of interest here is the way reason can be 
shaped by context and actually inhibit adaptive capacity. As the historian Barbara 
Tuchman dryly noted some years ago:  
 
A phenomenon noticeable throughout history regardless of place or period is the 
pursuit by governments of policies contrary to their own interests. Mankind (sic), it 
seems, makes a poorer performance of government than of almost any other human 
activity. In this sphere, wisdom, which may be defined as the exercise of judgment 
acting on experience, common sense and available information, is less operative and 
more frustrated than it should be. Why do holders of high office so often act contrary 
to the way reason points and enlightened self interest suggests? Why does intelligent 
mental process seem so often not to function?  (1984, p. 3) 
 
This question is as charged today as it was twenty-five years ago when Tuchman 
asked it. The answer lies in how a problem is framed (Lakoff, 2005). As culture is the 
ultimate frame it drives problem solving and the articulation of choice (Bussey, 
2009). An understanding of culture, especially the culture of institutions, and how it 
frames our thinking is therefore central to an understanding of human adaptive 
capacity in the face of climate change.  
 
The culture of institutions is central to this question of adaptive capacity. Culture is 
designed to ensure stability, security and identity for those who share it. Yet, from 
the perspective of adaptive capacity, not all that is transmitted via culture is going to 
foster resilience. One example will illustrate this. In a world of finite resources a 
cultural commitment to unrestrained growth is ultimately going to undermine the 
very stability and security it is designed to foster. A pathological cultural commitment 
is what we call a social addiction in this study. Social addictions are both cultural 
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frames of mind and the social processes these engender that negatively impact upon 
a context. 
 
Overview  of the Case Studies 
  
In all 33 case studies were collected to stimulate reflection by representatives of the 
four sectors being focused on in the SEQCARI project. The case studies range from 
15 thousand years ago to the present, with 20 falling within the past twenty years. 
Sixteen case studies focus on issues relating to human settlement, ten relate to 
agriculture, nine to ecosystems and biodiversity and ten to energy. Ten case studies 
relate equally to two sectors.  
 
There are case studies representative of each of the scenario archetypes offered by 
Dator (2002). Seventeen case studies reflect an expectation that the future will be, 
in some way, much like the past and present, six look at cases of near or total 
collapse, seven profile cases in which an ideal model of social process is drawn on as 
an organising model for human activity and thirteen present cases in which some 
form of social transformation has occurred in response to contextual stress. There 
are ten instances where case studies reflect the contested nature of social process. 
In these contexts, two scenario types can be seen working in parallel. The case 
studies are detailed in Box 1.  
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Box 1: Overview of SEQCARI Case Studies 

 
 
Each case study was scaffolded for ease of access with attention being drawn to 
common themes within the adaptive capacity literature (Adger, 2003; Daffara, 2010; 
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Jakku, 2010; Preston, 2009; T. Smith, 2010; T. Smith, F. & Smith, Dana, C., 2006). 
Case studies specify the nature of the context, the adaptive capacity demonstrated, 
the social learning that occurred (if any), barriers and successes, and the implications 
for climate change. There was also a focus on the scale at which the context was 
working, the key cultural assumptions in place, the social addictions (if any) that 
influenced societal responses, the context’s leadership model and the imaginative 
resources available to those in context. Each case study ends with a summary of key 
determinants identified shaping adaptive capacity within the context. The case study 
of the Amazon 1400 is provided as an example in Box 2.  
 

 
Box 2: Inset of Amazon 1400 Case Study 
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Mapping Historical Determinants 
 
An important feature of the analysis of the case studies has been the identification of 
key determinants for adaptive capacity. The studies demonstrate that these are of 
two kinds: 1. internal determinants relating to culture, values, leadership and 
knowledge; and 2. external determinants relating to the environment, resources, 
institutions, technology and social addictions. These work across scale from the 
macro context of global, civilisational and planetary determinants, to the meso level 
of institutions and social systems, to the micro level of communities and ecologies.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Mapping Determinants 
 
These determinants form unique configurations in time that shape a moment in 
history, informing a choice or decision, excluding possible alternatives while 
suggesting others to those in context. It is important to recognise that this does not 
suggest a simple historical determinism. Such is the vitality of these two fields that 
possibility always exists for imagination, courage, inspiration and plain defiance to 
challenge the momentum of history (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).  
 
There is always room for individuals, such as those profiled in the case studies, such 
as Solon of Athens, Augustus of Rome or Jane Austin of Britain to challenge custom 
and tradition by suggesting alternatives to business as usual. There is equally the 
opportunity for anonymous individuals and collectivities to do the same.  
 
Applying Historical Scenarios to Leverage Adaptive Learning 
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The case studies have now been collected and a synthesis paper generated (Bussey 
& Carter, 2010). This paper is a distillation of some of that work. Both case studies 
and historical scenarios will now be presented to sectoral stakeholders in a series of 
workshops held between July and October 2010. They are designed to stimulate 
futures thinking and to loosen the bonds of habit. Four generic scenarios will be 
presented at this time. These are based on Dator’s scenario archetypes: 
continuation, collapse, disciplined societies and transformational societies. The inner 
logic and structure of each is framed by the key determinants observed in the 
historical case studies.  
 
When thinking about scenarios for South East Queensland, the case studies indicate 
that issues of personal and cultural values are significant drivers as is leadership and 
historical momentum. Similarly, there are also contextual drivers such as climate 
variability, resources and the institutional processes in place at the time. Various 
combinations of such determinants suggest the following four possible scenario 
profiles, based on Dator’s (2002) work, for South East Queensland in 2070.  
 

South East Queensland (SEQ) is a complex and diverse setting with a range of 
systems in place to meet climate change possibilities. The use of strategic foresight 
planning enhances the adaptive capacity of existing infrastructure while generating 
the required flexibility and vision to address new contingencies when they emerge. 
The underlying attitude is that Queenslanders are tough and resilient and that they 
will adapt. Mateship and stoicism are important themes that reinforce pre-existing 
Aussie myths. Adaptation will thus take place at the personal level where life style 
shifts will occur, social infrastructure will respond proactively by having systems in 
place (e.g. energy, transport, health infrastructure) in advance of the worst possible 
impacts of climate change. At the heart of this scenario lies a faith in human 
adaptability and resilience and a trust in the institutional and social processes that 
have built the state. 

Continuation 

 

Complex systems are vulnerable systems. SEQ underestimates the impact of climate 
change on essential systems. Increased average annual temperature of up to 4oC, 
irregular and extreme rainfalls, tidal surges, and the influx of tropical diseases 
overwhelm essential systems. There is a southward migration of people both into 
and out of SEQ. Areas north of SEQ suffer from drought and flooding, increase in 
tropical disease, and a break down in infrastructure and people come to SEQ as a 
refuge. In turn, people in SEQ are also looking south for increased security in 
essential services. There is a loss in confidence in government and public institutions 
with the old and the poor suffering the brunt of infrastructure failure. Popular 
mistrust of politicians is high with old cultural themes of “Can’t trust Government” 
resurfacing. Population declines, the economy contracts, prices for essential items 
soar and growth areas on marginal lands are depopulated. There is a high level of 
community anger and confusion over a lack of leadership in meeting climate change 
with community groups taking the lead in managing and protecting local resources.  

Collapse 
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South East Queenslanders are rallied by federal, state and regional leaders around 
old myths of Aussie stamina in adversity. Infrastructure failures and resultant 
stresses all fuel a sense of being at war with nature. Social complexity is scaled back 
and a paternalistic central authority swings into action to keep up the public’s 
morale. The SEQ economy contracts and models itself on War-time processes with 
food and fuel rationing, high levels of unemployment, high levels of volunteerism and 
jobs in essential services being frozen while the unemployed are directed to service 
in areas that have been affected by loss of infrastructure. There is a move out of 
heavily urbanised areas and society is remodelled around a centralist approach to 
social order in times of severe stress. Church and community groups, such as the 
Lions, RSL, St Vincent de Pauls and Apex, become essential support networks for 
families in distress. The traditional work ethic is extolled, and the image of Aussie 
resilience and stoicism is promoted through print and visual media. Such stereotypes 
appear in popular culture and the government establishes self-sufficiency centres 
across SEQ to reskill people in line with a new ethic of local productivity for local 
people. 

Disciplined Society 

 

The impact of climate change on SEQ is much greater than most leaders expected. It 
is complicated by a crisis in oil supplies. Public confidence in conventional leadership 
and their parties is dashed with a resultant electoral backlash that ushers in a new 
set of leaders inspired by an ethic of social resilience and environmentalism. Regional 
leaders and their communities work with State and Federal bodies to reconfigure 
their communities into more locally sustainable units that combine industries of scale 
(e.g. local farms and food processing plants, local trader and transport networks) 
with broader socio-economic networks. Think-tanks are established around the 
region where the expertise of people from movements such a Transition Town, 
Permaculture and Biodynamics are brought together to help reframe dominant 
assumptions about economics, energy and agriculture. These centres become 
educational outlets for disseminating a new approach to social health and 
productivity. The myth of Aussie toughness and ingenuity becomes more focused on 
Aussie innovation and cultural creativity. This heralds a “Community Renaissance” in 
SEQ culture. Such is the shock felt by mainstream society that these moves are 
welcomed and a genuine engagement with the new ethic shapes a sense of 
possibility within limits. 

Transformational Society 

Reflections 

Scenarios establish a set of coordinates for thinking about the future and how to 
prepare for it. Accordingly, SEQ faces a series of interlinked choices about what kind 
of future appears viable and desirable. Thinkers about society’s future possibilities 
regularly divide them into three categories: 1. probable futures built around the 
continuation scenario; 2. possible futures built around a combination of the 
continuation, disciplined and transformational scenarios; and 3. preferable futures 
which combine continuation with transformation to provide a sense of win-win for 
society (Bell, 2007). The collapse scenario is held up as a wildcard possibility to 
remind everyone that security and stability are not guaranteed (Barber, 2006). 
Stable societies have been regularly up-ended much to the surprise and discomfort 
of those who lived during such periods. 
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The historical scenarios gathered for this inquiry into adaptive capacity are invitations 
to SEQ stakeholders to think about the present in different ways. They foster 
anticipatory action learning by looking not at events but at the processes which 
underpin them. Processes are action based and when framed as scenario archetypes 
they become guides to possible anticipatory actions today. This becomes anticipatory 
learning when the future is thought of strategically in the present and values are 
linked to actions. This reframes the present and stimulates human agency to cast off 
the habits of context. As the case studies illustrate, a resilient sector is one which 
demonstrates creativity, flexible leadership, engagement, rich social imagination, 
requisite knowledge and a preparedness to take risks. Such qualities are all present 
in context: how they are expressed is usually determined by external factors relating 
to institutional arrangements, the technologies in place and the availability of 
resources.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Historical thinking can inform adaptive capacity and stimulate an appreciation of 
social processes. Such thinking helps people in context understand that all social 
arrangements are designed to solve problems. Some problems however are easier to 
solve than others. Both scale and complexity significantly challenge social systems 
when they begin to engage with global climate change. South East Queensland has 
only limited capacity in this regard, yet as many case studies demonstrate, scale 
should be no obstacle to success.  
 
Historical scenarios generate the anticipatory action learning that is a component of 
adaptive capacity. The extent to which this is successful in the SEQCARI case will be 
the subject of a follow up paper. Ultimately, adaptive capacity can be measured by 
the balance between the values and structures that shape any given moment. Often 
those in context are only dimly aware of these. When such awareness becomes 
clearer, as some of the case studies demonstrate, there is evidence to suggest the 
ability to adapt more effectively. As historical thinking and the historical scenarios, 
which this research has generated, promote such awareness, perhaps the utility 
value of this work lies in fostering a more informed public debate. 
 
 
 
 
Acknowledgements: The authors with to acknowledge the feedback on this paper 
provided by Professor Sohail Inayatullah.  
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