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“It’s very dangerous to try and play God. 
This is God’s stuff we’re messing with. 
Historically speaking, any time we try to 
play God, we lose every time. That’s what 
I think about it.” This is how Peyton1—an 
Alaska Native, subsistence hunter, and 
wildlife specialist in Barrow, Alaska—
described his impressions of geoengineer-
ing after hearing about it for the first time. 
The ‘playing God’ metaphor Peyton uti-
lizes is not novel; it appears time and 
again in discussions about emergent scien-
tific and technological issues.2 In recent 
years, the phrase has been employed by 
journalists, philosophers, bloggers, and 
members of the public alike in reference to 
geoengineering.3 Ethicist Clive Hamilton 
suggests ‘playing God’ resonates with 
both theists and atheists because it cap-
tures a sense of, “humans crossing a 
boundary to a domain of control or causa-
tion that is beyond their rightful place.”4 
In other words, the metaphor indicates 
that the prospect of intentionally modify-
ing the global climate evokes deeply held 
beliefs about the proper place and role of 
humans in the order of the cosmos. For 
many people these deeply held beliefs are 
religious in nature. Consequently, reli-
gious beliefs could play a critical role in 
future discussions about geoengineering at 
local, national, and international levels. 
This article draws upon past social science 
research and recent interviews with reli-
gious individuals to argue that religion 
will play a role in public support for, or 

                                                             
1 Pseudonym 
2 Peters 2007; Silver 2007 
3 Carr et al. 2012; Farrell 2012; Wagner and Weitzman 
2012 
4 Hamilton 2013, 177-178  

opposition to, geoengineering research in 
many countries.  
 
In the United States, a large majority of 
the population claims a religious tradition, 
and religious groups exert significant so-
cial and political influence.5 Social science 
research indicates that religion also affects 
perceptions of emergent science and tech-
nology. Studies have found that religion 
negatively impacts belief in climate 
change and support for scientific research 
on issues like biotechnology and nano-
technology.6 Brossard et al. for example, 
found that in the US, religion played a 
more important role in shaping percep-
tions of nanotechnology than factual 
knowledge about the topic, with more re-
ligious individuals significantly less likely 
to support funding for research.7 In a simi-
lar study that compared the US with Eu-
rope, Scheufele et al. found that more reli-
gious countries like Italy and Ireland were 
similar to the US, exhibiting lower levels 
of public support for nanotechnology re-
search than less religious countries such as 
Denmark and Germany. 8  These studies 
indicate that religion provides a key per-
ceptual filter, or framework through 
which people interpret science communi-
cation, and form opinions about emergent 
scientific and technological issues.  
 
Religious beliefs will likely play a similar 
role with regards to geoengineering. As 
Kahan et al. (forthcoming) argue, “cultur-

                                                             
5 Pew Research Center 2012; Silk 2008 
6 Gaskell et al. 2005; Jelen and Lockett 2014; Maibach et 
al. 2009 
7 Brossard et al. 2009 
8 Scheufele et al. 2008 
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al values are cognitively prior to facts in 
public risk conflicts … groups of individu-
als will credit and dismiss evidence of risk 
in patterns that reflect and reinforce their 
distinctive understandings of how society 
should be organized.” In other words, 
people interpret information about science 
and technology within a particular cultur-
al context and in light of the values that 
they hold individually and share with oth-
ers. As a result, people accept or dismiss 
scientific evidence not on content, but 
whether or not it is framed in a way that 
aligns with or threatens their values and 
beliefs. Interestingly, Kahan et al. found 
that the prospect of geoengineering better 
aligned with the values of certain cultural 
groups who view “human technological 
ingenuity as the principle means by which 
our species has succeeded in overcoming 
environmental constraints on its flourish-
ing”. 9  Geoengineering could therefore 
make cultural groups who extol techno-
logical ingenuity more open to discussing 
climate change solutions. The exact oppo-
site may be the case for religious groups.  
  
Drawing on theological reflection as op-
posed to social science research, Forrest 
Clingerman suggests that religious re-
sponses to geoengineering are likely to 
emerge along a continuum that emphasiz-
es human fallibility at one end and human 
capability on the other. 10  The fallibility 
perspective or narrative stresses the 
finitude of human knowledge and past ex-
amples of human hubris in trying to inter-
fere with divinely ordered processes. As 

                                                             
9 Kahan et al. forthcoming, 19 
10 Clingerman 2012; 2014 

such, this perspective is likely to caution 
against geoengineering and suggest that 
attempts to modify the climate are likely 
to result in calamity. The capability per-
spective, on the other hand, views human 
nature and ability more optimistically. It 
suggests that despite past failures, humans 
should still employ their ingenuity and 
new technologies to address contemporary 
problems.  
 
This tension between human capability 
and fallibility arose time and again in in-
terviews I conducted with over 100 indi-
viduals (like Peyton quoted above) in the 
Solomon Islands, Kenya, and Alaska 
(United States) about their views on ge-
oengineering.11 The majority of interview-
ees openly wrestled with whether or not 
they thought humans should try to modify 
the global climate. Roughly a quarter of 
the individuals I spoke with invoked reli-
gious beliefs or spirituality explicitly (and 
unprompted) as they grappled with this 

                                                             
11 Unfortunately there is not room here for a thorough 
discussion of the methods or results of this research. 
However, in brief, these three study sites were chosen to 
explore whether or not individuals in regions experienc-
ing different impacts from climate change were currently 
aware of geoengineering and what they thought about it 
as a possible response to climate change. All interviews 
were conducted in-person between March, 2013 and 
January, 2014. All interviewees were actively working 
on climate change or related issues (such as wildlife con-
servation or ecotourism) at the time of the interview. 
Interviewees were shown a seven minute animated vid-
eo that introduced the topic of geoengineering, ex-
plained several proposals, indicated some potential 
harms and benefits, and touched on some of the social 
and political questions that geoengineering raises. The 
video was a modified, preliminary version of a film pro-
duced by the Climate Media Factory for the Institute for 
Advanced Sustainability Studies and used for research 
purposes with permission. The final version of the film 
entitled “Engineering the Climate” can be viewed here: 
http://www.iass-potsdam.de/research-
clusters/sustainable-interactions-atmosphere-
siwa/news/climate-engineering-trump-card. 
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question. For example, Rachael12, a Na-
tive Alaskan who directed an organization 
dedicated to including indigenous people 
and knowledge in science, described her 
initial response to geoengineering in the 
following way:  

 
The indigenous side of me has an automatic re-
action to messing with the creator’s plans. I 
would venture to say that that’s probably going 
to be the reaction from most indigenous com-
munities. … Our first concern is always the 
care of Mother Earth. That’s the way we’re 
taught from the day we can breathe, that we are 
the original stewards of the universe and our 
homelands. Our environment around us is 
meant for us to protect. … I’m pretty certain if I 
had my elders sitting here, that they’d probably 
feel pretty much the same way.  

 
Rachel’s wariness of geoengineering is not 
necessarily surprising, or unique to reli-
gious persons. As David Keith et al. have 
noted, “It is a healthy sign that a common 
first response to geoengineering is revul-
sion. It suggests that we have learned 
something from past instances of over-
eager technological optimism and subse-
quent failures”.13 A key difference for reli-
gious individuals is that this initial revul-
sion stems from deeply held beliefs about 
the proper order of the world, not just 
from anxieties based on past technological 
failures. In other words, in addition to 
concerns about human fallibility, religion 
may prompt a sense that humans simply 
should not intentionally interfere with the 
‘domain of the Gods’.14  
 
This concern was, in fact, a common 
theme across all interviews where individ-

                                                             
12 Pseudonym 
13 Keith et al. 2010, 427 
14 Donner 2007 

uals discussed religion, regardless of loca-
tion or religious tradition.15 More specifi-
cally, all of the individuals who referred to 
religious beliefs said their faith was a key 
reason they were dubious of geoengineer-
ing. This should not be taken as an indica-
tion that all religious traditions or reli-
gious individuals will react the same way. 
There will not be any single religious re-
sponse to geoengineering. As Clingerman 
points out, “Different religious traditions 
have different authorities, rituals, scrip-
tures, historical contexts, and theological 
commitments. These result in a dialog be-
tween different approaches to technology, 
politics, and environmental concerns …”16 
My point therefore is not to argue that re-
ligious individuals will interpret geoengi-
neering in any particular way. Rather, the 
interviews I conducted suggest that the 
prospect of geoengineering evokes reli-
gious beliefs for religious individuals. Ge-
oengineering confronts our perceptions of 
the proper place of humans in the world. 
For many, these perceptions are explicitly 
informed by religious beliefs about where 
humans stand in relation to nature, crea-
tion, and the divinities. While religion was 
not the focus of the interviews, and this 
sample is certainly not representative of 
the broader population in these three 
countries, these findings align with past 
research, and indicate that religion is a 
powerful frame that many people will 
draw upon to make sense of geoengineer-
ing. 
                                                             
15 All interviewees who brought up religion in the Solo-
mon Islands and Kenya discussed Christian beliefs. 
Some interviewees in Alaska discussed Native spirituali-
ty as Rachael did, while others discussed Christian be-
liefs like Peyton. 
16 Clingerman 2012, 208 
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So why has religion been largely absent 
from previous assessments of public per-
ceptions of geoengineering? The most like-
ly reason is that most studies to date have 
taken place in the United Kingdom17, a 
“less religious country”.18 While 83% of 
Americans claim that religion is either 
very important (60%) or fairly important 
(23%) in their lives, only 47% of Britons 
say the same thing (with only 17% indicat-
ing that religion is very important). 19 
However, there is ample evidence across 
existing research that geoengineering does 
raise questions about the concept of na-
ture and how humans relate to it.20 In one 
UK based public engagement exercise in 
particular, Corner et al. found ‘messing 
with nature’ to be a dominant narrative.21 
They concluded that, “The wide variety of 
ways in which people … conceptualised 
and debated the relationship between ge-
oengineering and the natural world sug-
gests that this will be a key factor deter-
mining public views on the topic as 
awareness of it grows”.22  They also noted 
that it would be interesting to see whether 
or not religious individuals employed sim-
ilar narratives.  
 
Considering that nearly 85% of the 
world’s population claims membership in 

                                                             
17 Corner et al. 2012 
18 Scheufele et al. 2008; Pew Research Center 2012 
19 See Ray 2003. Unfortunately similar data does not 
exist for Kenya or the Solomon Islands. However over 
97% of Solomon Islanders are Christian, while 85% of 
Kenyan’s identify as Christian, and another 10% as 
Muslim. It is reasonable to conclude that religion is im-
portant to the large majority of individuals in both coun-
tries. 
20 Carr et al. 2012; Corner et al. 2012; Corner et al. 2013  
21 Corner et al. 2013 
22 Corner et al. 2013, 946 

a religious group23, religion will undoubt-
edly have much to say about geoengineer-
ing.24 Future research needs to explore the 
connections between religious beliefs and 
geoengineering more explicitly. Religion 
will not only affect individuals’ percep-
tions, but also the tenor of public discus-
sion, media frames, and even policy pro-
posals in countries with large religious 
populations. As Corner et al. argue with 
regards to public perceptions of geoengi-
neering more broadly, researchers and 
policy-makers need to resist the tempta-
tion to dismiss religiously informed per-
spectives as irrational or anti-science. 25 
While certain religious traditions in coun-
tries like the US have a long history of 
clashes with science, concerns about ge-
oengineering based on religious beliefs are 
fundamentally concerns about how hu-
mans should understand and relate to the 
world around them. As a result, effective-
ly engaging religiously informed perspec-
tives means discussing deep-seated val-
ues—including the values that scientists 
and policy makers bring to the table. Ge-
oengineering research could face stiff op-
position if religious values are not taken 
into consideration. Furthermore, certain 
geoengineering approaches may be 
deemed wholly unacceptable from certain 
religious perspectives regardless. Advo-
cates for geoengineering research should 
therefore bear in mind that for many peo-
ple around the world, this is God’s stuff 
we’re messing with. 

                                                             
23 Pew Research Group 2012 
24 Clingerman 2012 
25 Corner et al. 2013 
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