‘The antidote to climate anxiety is action.
Make your first action reading this book.” osHer cinsBera

REBECCA HUNTLEY



Praise for How to Talk About Climate
Change in a Way That Makes a Difference

‘Explains whether and how we will choose to solve the
climate problem. Immensely important analysis in a great
read.’

—Professor Ross Garnaut

‘Rebecca Huntley has given us a great gift: an essential
guide to understanding ourselves and each other as we
face the climate crisis. Let’s take down the walls that di-
vide us. Collectively, with compassion and courage, we
can make real change happen.’

—Kylie Kwong

‘A book on how to talk about climate change is merely an-
other reading option for the committed. A book about
being vulnerable, facing fear, despair as well as guilt that
moves to hope, love and naming the deeply felt things is
compulsory reading. This is one such book. Rebecca
Huntley, esteemed for her objective surveys that tell us
what ordinary Australians think, jumps a fence. The de-
tached observer practises her craft by becoming the sub-
ject of her craft. Her vulnerability is not indulgent senti-
mentality but works to chart the risks that climate
change brings to the people and things she loves most in
the world. In so doing she powerfully reminds me of what
is most at stake. Indeed, this book does us all a great ser-
vice.’

—Tim Costello, Executive Director of Micah Australia
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To all the kids who went on strike for the climate
and to my own Rids, Sofia, Sadie and Stella
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INTRODUCTION

A CHANGE OF HEART

Or how | became emotional about
climate change

On 1 December 2018 [ woke up early as usual, before my
children stirred from their beds, made myself a cup of
coffee and turned on the TV. I switched straight to my
favourite early morning news and current affairs show
and | saw them. Hundreds of Australian teenagers skip-
ping school the day before and protesting in the streets
about climate change.

They were holding handmade signs with slogans that
ranged from the serious and angry to the humorous and
profane. ‘There are no jobs on a dead planet.” ‘Act now or
swim later.” ‘You’re burning our future.” In Australia in
the weeks leading up to the strike, the prime minister ad-
monished the children for protesting rather than staying
in school. My favourite sign of the protest was a direct re-
sponse to his rebuke: ‘Why should we go to school if you
won'’t listen to the educated?’

As I sat sipping my coffee, | thought to myself, ‘Good on
those kids telling the powers that be, the older genera-
tion, that they need to do more about climate change.’
And then it hit me. At almost 50 years of age, | am part of
that older generation, part of the generation in power,
with the platform and a voice these young people don’t
have. It was, at that moment, as if those teenagers, their
signs both funny and grave, were speaking to me. We
need you to listen. We need you to act.
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And just then something shifted inside me. It was a sen-
sation that’s hard to describe, and yet I can recall it now
with clarity. It actually felt physical, as if vital organs had
moved inside my body, the way they did after I gave birth
to my children. Those truant teens were telling me to do
something. And I said back to the TV screen, out loud (al-
though only our dog would have heard it), ‘Okay.’

[ know I was not alone in my generation in reacting the
way [ did; so many adults have been ‘schooled’ by the
strike, inspired to think about the world differently. From
that point on, my life changed. In my social research ca-
reer, [ started choosing to work with more and more envi-
ronmental organisations. In my broadcasting and writing,
[ gravitated towards environmental issues. I applied for
and was accepted to do the three-day Climate Reality
training course in Brisbane, with 800 other people from
across the Asia-Pacific region. I started reading every
book I could find on climate change. I switched all our
home energy to renewables. I changed the investment
mix of my retirement fund away from fossil fuel compa-
nies. [ sourced a butcher in the area to provide my family
with sustainable meat. I started researching hybrid and
electric cars. Sitting in a restaurant with some friends a
few months afterwards, | ordered a vegetarian meal. ‘I'm
cutting down on meat for environmental reasons,” | ex-
plained. ‘Something real has happened to you, hasn’t it?’
said one of my dinner companions. It had.

Cynics might say [ am describing a kind of road to Dam-
ascus moment, placing me among the ranks of zealots on
climate who approach the issue with religious devotion.
And yet almost all environmental activists have gone
through this transition from general concern about the
environment to passionate connection to its protection, a
kind of calling that will direct their lives in all kinds of
ways. The only difference seems to be that the catalyst
for this transformation varies depending on the person.

Looking back on this moment, what’s obvious to me—
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and fascinating—is that watching those young protestors
on the streets didn’t mean I suddenly believed the scien-
tific consensus on climate change more than [ had done
the day before the climate strike. For as long as I had
known about climate change, I had believed it was hap-
pening and that it posed a serious future threat.

Concern about climate change influenced my voting
choices. | wanted governments to act. Certainly, I had al-
ways bought environmentally friendly products, recycled
and composted. I offset my flights. I even donated to envi-
ronmental causes. | saw both Al Gore documentaries in
the cinema. I wouldn’t have described myself as an envi-
ronmentalist, but I did see myself as environmentally
conscious. It’s clear, though, that environmental concern
was not at the centre of my worldview. [ had registered it
rationally but not emotionally.

This emotional change intrigued me. I consider myself
a highly rational person. I'm a trained lawyer and social
researcher. I base my judgements on demonstrable evi-
dence that will stand up to scrutiny from lawyers, good
journalists, academics and Senate committees. But this
transformative moment—the moment I tipped from being
concerned about climate change to genuinely alarmed
about the threat—didn’t happen because I read a report
from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) or sat through a presentation from a climate scien-
tist about carbon dioxide levels. I reacted to a crowd of
children holding up signs in the streets, girls who were
only a few years older than my eldest daughter. Sud-
denly, it was personal.

Perhaps [ was always headed in this direction; the slow
drip of information about climate change over the years
and my politically progressive tendencies left me open to
the transformation I've described to you. And there were
flashes of feeling that foreshadowed this change of heart
in the previous years. Interviewing Australian farmers
about climate change for a radio documentary, I couldn’t
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help but be affected by their stories of the hardships of
farming in a climate age—third- and fourth-generation
farmers anxious that they would never be able to pass
their land on to their children or grandchildren.
Snorkelling on the Great Barrier Reef with my family, I
glanced across the water through a school of blue and
grey fish as my then six-year-old surveyed the scene with
wild delight. And I wondered, will she do the same thing
with her daughter? Or will there be nothing for them to
see but bleached coral, a ruin and not a living thing?
(They call this reef grief.)

But despite these isolated moments over the last
decade or two, it took a kids’ street protest to bring
about a more substantial change. I am now on an endless
emotional roller-coaster, shifting from fear to anger, sad-
ness, hope, acceptance and even now and then a form of
denial (perhaps it won’t be as bad as they say ...). Some
nights I lie in bed worrying about the future of my chil-
dren in a climate-altered world. What can I do to prepare
them? And what will I say if they ever ask me, ‘Why didn’t
you do more?’

While I'm not in the majority in my own country or
most countries around the world in terms of how I feel
about climate change, 'm not the only one shedding
tears over the children’s climate strike. A few weeks after
my ‘Okay’ moment in front of the TV, [ read an opinion
piece online that showed my experience was in no way
unique. It was written by the CEO of a regional not-for-
profit organisation, Rob Law, who has studied and
worked on climate change as a job for over fifteen years.
He observed that his approach to climate change was be-
coming less ‘intellectual and rational’ and much more
emotional and personal:

There have been several instances lately where the
impacts of climate change have hit me hard and unex-
pectedly. Perhaps this is because I am now a father or
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because scientific projections 1 learned about 15
years ago are now unfolding quicker than imagined.

In March I went to my local train station to watch
500 schoolkids gather to commute to Melbourne for
the big school strike. I was surprised that [ found my-
self moved to tears and overcome with emotion, and
that I wasn’t alone among the other adults there ...

What I find curious is that ... these instances were
essentially positive, inspiring moments. Yet they
seemed to bring forth sadness or internalised grief

that had been buried out of sight.1

Like everything in life, when it comes to your feelings
about climate change, it helps to know you’re not alone.

You won’t find a lot of natural science in this book. Not a
lot of data about CO, levels and temperatures rises,

shrinking ice sheets and acidification of the oceans. This
is a book about humans, drawing on the social sciences—
psychology, sociology and even evolutionary psychology.

It’s supposed to be a kind of self-help guide for the cli-
mate age (minus the survival tips or advice about manag-
ing eco-anxiety). A way to help you better understand
how the people around you are reacting to climate
change. How we, as humans, respond to the information
(and misinformation) we get from the media, from poli-
tics, from scientists and from society at large. And, in-
creasingly, how we respond to our real-life experience of
climate change, including temperature rises and weather
events.

In this book, I explore and touch on the whole spec-
trum of emotions—everything from anger and fear to
love and loss. While climate change can evoke many of
these emotions at the same time, I deal with them one by
one, starting with guilt and ending with love.

[ hope that by reading this book you’ll get a better un-
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derstanding of your own reactions to the issue—and how
to manage the roller-coaster I've described above. The
aim of this book is unashamedly an activist one. I want
you to read it and become better equipped to talk about
the climate with the people around you and encourage
them to act. And be able to sustain that over time, as
news and events associated with climate change get
more confusing, emotionally disturbing and politically di-
visive.

You might ask, ‘Why does it matter what we, as individ-
uals, feel about climate change? Or even as groups of
people? Isn’t it more about governments and corpora-
tions, those with the most power, acting to do something
about it? Aren’t our feelings beside the point?” While I
agree that we need governments and powerful economic
interests to act, there is no doubt we need multiple fronts
of pressure on governments and corporations, especially
those that are resisting action.

Understanding the social and psychological factors
that underpin how we respond to climate change is the
first essential step to understanding how we can better
persuade people to act. That action includes voting out
or protesting against governments and corporations that
refuse to take climate change seriously.

While I said this isn’t a book with a lot of facts and fig-
ures about climate science, I do need to devote a few sen-
tences to the consensus on climate change—and by con-
sensus | mean that 99 per cent of experts in the area
agree this is actually happening. The rise in the global
temperature caused by pollution since the Industrial Rev-
olution is destabilising our weather. This heat is melting
the ice shields in Greenland and Antarctica, causing sea
levels to rise and threatening low-lying Pacific countries
and parts of Australia, as well as coastal communities
around the world. Extreme weather events like storms,
cyclones and wildfires as well as droughts are more com-
mon now. We are also in the middle of the world’s sixth
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mass extinction, the worst since the time of the di-
nosaurs, driven by the changing climate as well as defor-
estation and land clearing.

Climate change is affecting every one of the earth’s sys-
tems. Even the earth’s crust is being transformed. While
making predictions about the future is always tricky, the
consensus is we have just over a decade to cut pollution
or CO9 and limit the global temperature rise to 2 degrees

Celsius or less if we are to prevent the collapse of the nat-
ural world and the societies that rely on it. Many scien-
tists and experts in the field of national security say this
process is already underway. The extreme weather
events and sea level rises we are observing around the
world are happening at a 1 degree increase, and we are
tracking towards overshooting 2 degrees and moving to-
wards 3 degrees. The impact of climate change is already
being felt in our food chains, contributing to refugee
crises in some countries, and creating a global security
nightmare for domestic governments and international
bodies.

[ hope I haven’t lost you! This is usually the moment in
a conversation about climate change where people react
very differently. If, like me, you're already convinced and
highly concerned about the climate, you nod your head
at this information and reach for a vodka and tonic re-
gardless of the hour. If you'’re a climate sceptic or denier,
you gear up to fight the veracity of these statements; you
might also feel like you need to shoot the messenger
—‘Huntley, you’re an inner-city, Al Gore-loving leftie. You
would say that!’

But if you’re not a convert or a denier, your reactions
could vary enormously. You could put this book down
and never pick it up again because it’s all too depressing
and overwhelming. Please don’t do that, stay with me! Or
you could feel confused and doubtful—'How can they say
this is happening? How do they really know?’ Or it could
all leave you cold—‘T've heard this before. They said the
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Y2K bug would be the end of the world.” Or you could
think, ‘I believe all this and I want to do something about
it. But what can 7/ do?’

If you're still reading, I'm glad and grateful. Trust me,
this book is supposed to encourage you to be hopeful.
Not the kind of hope that’s rooted in a Pollyanna-like be-
lief that everything will be okay as long as we separate
our recycling and ride a bicycle to work. This kind of
hope has quicksand as its foundations.

The hope I want to encourage is based on the belief
that we have the technology to address the climate chal-
lenge and we can come up with a human response to this
human-caused threat. That we can find more sophisti-
cated ways to communicate the threat to all kinds of peo-
ple in all kinds of societies, and respond in a way that will
salvage the future.

This is a hope based on action. Greta Thunberg, the
Swedish teenager whose personal strike for the climate
inspired the global student strikes, put it this way in her

TED talk: ‘Once we act, hope is everywhere.’2 And some-
times that hope-generating action can just be meaningful
words exchanged with another person.

One of the greatest sources of optimism for me is lis-
tening to the stories of people who are doing great things
in their local community to convince others that climate
change is real and they need to act. In his book What We
Think About When We Try Not to Think About Global
Warming: Toward a new psychology of climate action, Nor-
wegian psychologist and economist Per Espen Stoknes
writes about the critical role of stories in making climate
change seem personally relevant and less overwhelming.

He makes the point that as human beings we rely heav-
ily on storytelling to help create meaning in our lives, and
forge personal and collective identities. He also says that
the dominant story told about climate is one of ‘the apoc-

alypse of climate hell’, almost biblical in dimensions,
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one of famine and destruction, burning rivers where we
live in Mad Max-like societies killing each other for a litre
of fresh water.

Stoknes reminds us that this story, by generating fear,
guilt, anger, despair and helplessness, allows climate de-
nialists to ridicule environmentalists as somewhat de-
ranged, like people standing on a street corner wearing a
sandwich board saying ‘The end of the world is nigh’. For
anyone who isn’t already seriously considering such a fu-
ture, it’s an approach that can turn people off and shut
down conversation. But Stoknes rightly points out that
this COo-generated hellscape is just one vision of the fu-

ture we can put forward.

I don’t think there is just one right type of climate
story to tell to get people to understand the urgency
of the issue and move them to action. Rather, a plural-
ity of stories is needed, each creating meaning and en-

gagement for different groups of people.?

He argues for more stories about ‘what’s going well, of
conviction and endurance, as well as stories that de-
scribe and help us imagine a renewal of society, wildlife
and ecosystems’. Stories of ‘people who care and act on

the basis of vision, determination and joy’.5

This book shares many of these stories from people
who aren’t the most famous voices in the climate change
fight, but that’s been a deliberate choice of mine—and
David Attenborough didn’t return my calls. It’s these dif-
ferent stories of different kinds of people from different
cultures, stories of action, that are more likely to move
people. Stories from people who look and sound like we
do.

It was the actions of children like my own that brought
about my change of heart and began a new era of climate-
related work for me. All the chapters in this book open or
end with interviews with people who are active in the cli-
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mate change cause, and have a story to tell about their
involvement and advice to give about how to talk about
climate change effectively.

In her TED talk, Greta Thunberg asks us to wake up and

chamge.6 That Saturday after the climate strike, I literally
woke up and changed. My heart changed years after my
head understood how important an issue climate change
is to my future and the future of my kids.

What will bring about a change of heart in others who
aren’t like me, who don’t have the same ideas about the
world I do, is now the central challenge in the fight to
save the planet. It’s a problem not of science and technol-
ogy but of how we communicate and how we encourage
action. It will be different for different people in different
cultures, but if it’s successful the result will be the same.
A shared world saved, a future for all children, not just
mine.

Author’s note

As this book went to press, many parts of the world were
experiencing unprecedented levels of disruption with the
COVID-19 pandemic. It’s impossible to predict how things
will unfold over the coming months, but we are clearly liv-
ing through another challenge requiring previously unthink-
able shifts in behaviour and levels of international coopera-
tion. Perhaps this will offer a path forward for the climate
challenge as well. The larger issues in this book remain un-
changed, and I have inserted connections to the pandemic
where relevant.

—Rebecca Huntley, April 2020
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CHAPTER'1

THE PROBLEM WITH REASON

Or why we need to stop arguing
about science

It took me much longer than it should have to realise that
educating people about climate change science was not
enough. Due perhaps to my personality type (highly ra-
tional, don’t talk to me about horoscopes, please) and my
background (the well-educated daughter of a high school
teacher and an academic), I have grown up accepting, al-
beit unconsciously, the idea that facts persuade and emo-
tions detract from a good argument.

Then again, 'm a social scientist. I study people. I deal
mostly in feelings not facts. A joke I like to tell about my-
self during speeches is that I'm an expert in the opinions
of people who don’t know what they’re talking about.
Over the fifteen years I've been a social researcher, I've
watched with concern the increasing effects of climate
change in my own country, and also watched as signifi-
cant chunks of the electorate voted for political parties
with terrible climate change policies.

There is clearly a disconnect between what people say
they are worried about and want action on and who,
when given the chance, they pick to lead their country.
You can rationalise that all you like (the surveys are
wrong, people care but they don’t trust politicians), but
the reality is that people can say one thing and mean it in
one context but do something that contradicts that con-
cern in another context. We can be consistently inconsis-
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tent. My training and persona mean I'm attracted to rea-
son and facts, but my stock in trade is emotion and the
‘irrational’ arguments people use to justify what they do.

It’s clear too that I've grown up tacitly accepting that
the information-deficit model of communication, particu-
larly when it comes to science, is the correct way to pro-
ceed. By the ‘information-deficit model’,  mean a one-way
communications style, where ‘scientists and experts’ re-
late information directly to a ‘clueless public’. This infor-
mation can sometimes be delivered in complex language,
using jargon and presuming a certain level of understand-
ing of specific concepts. The experts tell the proles the
facts, the proles trust the experts, accept the information
and act accordingly.

Clearly there are many, many flaws in this approach. It
assumes a strong level of understanding of scientific con-
cepts in the community at large, which is a shaky as-
sumption. The Programme for International Student As-
sessment (PISA) world rankings for maths and science
education show that many countries, including affluent
and so-called developed countries, have a long way to go.
This approach also assumes a general trust of experts
and expertise in the community. Of course, in countries
like the United States, Britain and even my home country
Australia, ‘experts’ have been attacked by some politi-
cians and media figures as being ‘out of touch’ with the
community. Their cred is under a cloud. The widespread
collapse in trust in our leaders and our institutions has
impacted the academy and other institutions of expertise
as well.

But the biggest flaw in this approach to science com-
munication of course is that it ignores the fact that we
are dealing with human beings.

Yes, human beings. Pulitzer Prize winner and Harvard
professor Edward O. Wilson describes us in these terms
in his compelling book Half-Earth:
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Thinking with a gabble of reason, emotion and reli-
gion ... Magnificent in imaginative power and ex-
ploratory drive, yet yearning to be more master than
steward of a declining planet. Born with the capacity
to survive and evolve forever. Arrogant, reckless,

lethally predisposed to favor self, tribe and short-

term futures.!

Reason and emotion. Imaginative and reckless. Con-
stantly evolving and selfish. Loyal to tribe above almost
all else. Any approach to communicating about climate
change that doesn’t take these human characteristics
into account will not be very effective.

Per Espen Stoknes argues that the stubborn influence
of the information-deficit model of science communica-
tion has undermined the progress of the climate move-
ment. He contends that in believing more facts will con-
vince more people of the need to act, we ignore messy
social reality. Instead, we should be guided by what neu-
roscience and psychology can teach us about how our
brains actually work and respond to climate change mes-
sages.

Just presenting such facts and figures about global
warming over and over again has so far not sufficiently
convinced the general public, journalists, or policy
makers about the scale of the problem to create the
sense of urgency needed for required actions ... Sell-
ing the science is a mightily difficult task, since the
issue of climate change is conveyed as remote, ab-
stract, vague ... You might even call it ghostly or dia-
bolical since it seems to defy neatly all the evolution-
ary and cognitive hooks our brains use to generate a

sense of urgency.2

More on the issue of fear and urgency later in this
book, but suffice to say that in the research I do in Aus-
tralia on how people respond to climate change mes-
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sages, I've observed first-hand the limits of the ‘facts and
figures’ approach to climate communication. In the last
couple of years in particular I've had people in focus
groups who, when presented with the basic facts of cli-
mate change, including that we’re on track for cata-
strophic warming, respond with ‘[ Yawn] We’ve heard all
this before’. The facts and figures of climate change have
become like a familiar script that can leave us cold or,
even worse, bored.

‘The greatest science communication failure in his-

tory.’3 That’s how Stoknes describes the too slow rise in
public concern and action since climate change was ‘dis-
covered’ in the late 1970s. Public concern has not mir-
rored the scientific case that the climate is changing. In
fact, in some parts of the community, the outcome has
been: the more facts, the less concern. To top it off, in-
stead of being heeded, climate change messengers have
encountered both ‘vicious counterattacks’ and ‘impene-
trable walls of psychological backlash or indifference’.*

Journalist Nathaniel Rich in his book Losing Earth puts
it another way. Over the last three decades, more and
more of the scientific predictions about climate change
have panned out and more scientific consensus has built
up to an almost unanimous view that climate change is
being caused by human activity. And while there have
certainly been shifts during this time in public attitudes
to the issue, community resistance to the facts or out-
right denial have not melted away in the face of expert
opinion.

The science is solid and well circulated, and yet the ar-
guments and division in the community remain. As Rich
writes, ‘there has been no fundamental change in climate
physics since 1979, only refinement’ and yet ‘nearly every
conversation that we have [now] about climate change

was being held in 1979’5 He concludes soberly, ‘it no
longer seems rational to assume that humanity, encoun-
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tering an existential threat, will behave l'ationally’.6

To make matters worse, the nature of scientific inquiry
itself is also a barrier to lay people accepting the science.
The scientific method involves a particular tried and true
approach, namely the observation of phenomena, the for-
mulation of a hypothesis concerning those phenomena,
experimentation to demonstrate the truth or falseness of
the hypothesis, and a conclusion that validates or modi-
fies the hypothesis. Criticism is the backbone of the sci-
entific method, and something can only be determined as
fact if it has been put through an intensive process of
peer review and criticism. Even when scientists arrive at
a conclusion, there are often so many caveats attached to
it that it can seem to a non-scientist as less than solid and
reliable.

Combined with the ability of powerful elements in the
global media to make out as if climate science is still ‘in
doubt’ or ‘up for debate’, the very nature of the scientific
method means that people without scientific training feel
even more confused by the ‘rational’ arguments pre-
sented to them. (I will return to the idea of doubt and un-
certainty in the chapter on denial.) Lay people can see
‘uncertainty’ in scientific arguments as much more prob-
lematic than scientists do themselves.

It’s not just that scientists emphasise uncertainty as
part of their thinking. British science communicator
George Marshall argues that given the nature of their
training, scientists find it hard to present their research
findings in ways that connect to people’s lives. ‘They
often excise the very images, stories, and metaphors that
might engage our emotional brain and galvanize us into

action,” he writes.” This includes personal storytelling,
which has a powerful ability to engage the emotional
brain and convince us that the messenger really cares
about what they’re telling us.

The whole culture of science works against the inclu-
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sion of the personal in communicating research. In my
work with academics, especially scientists, I often detect
a degree of unease when it comes to talking about what
matters to them as human beings rather than just as ex-
perts. To include personal stories and motivations feels
like ‘dirty talk’.

[ have always pondered the irony that climate change
requires politicians to talk about science and scientists to
grapple with politics. I feel sorry for climate scientists, to
tell you the truth, and perhaps we’re being unfair when
we criticise them for believing that facts will win the argu-
ment and a one-way approach to science communication
is the right way to go. I suspect many of them got into
their jobs so they could hang around the laboratory with
other data nerds. None of them, [ imagine, yearned for a
career going head to head with politicians and pundits on
live TV panel shows, where their well-researched ideas
are countered by outright lies and distortion for the pur-
poses of infotainment.

While famous and skilled science communicators like
David Attenborough, David Suzuki, Bill Nye, Brian Cox
and Neil deGrasse Tyson are often singled out by the
public as some of the most reputable messengers on cli-
mate change, there’s a limit to their capacity to shift pub-
lic opinion. Knowledgeable dudes talking on TV about
space or wetlands or the breeding habits of sea lions are
all very interesting, but the problem of connection still
remains. How does this relate to my life?

Climate scientists in particular realise that when it
comes to the climate change cause, the bulk of their work
has been done. All they are doing is updating the data on
a theory already proven countless times to be true.

They know the important steps now are social, politi-
cal, cultural and economic.

Let me a share a story to illustrate this point. As [ men-
tioned in the introduction, I was lucky enough to attend
the Climate Reality conference in Brisbane in 2019. Cli-
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mate Reality was started by former US vice-president Al
Gore as a global network that educates people from all
walks of life to talk about climate change in their commu-
nities. As part of the three-day training, a panel of climate
scientists was talking about the latest science. Al Gore
himself ran the panel and posed the questions.

One of the panellists was an expert on the Great Bar-
rier Reef, the world’s largest coral reef system, a World
Heritage site under serious threat of destruction through
temperature rises and acidification causing mass coral
bleaching events. The former vice-president asked this
esteemed research scientist what he would do if he was
suddenly gifted 1 million dollars. What kind of research
project would he want to undertake on the reef system
that had been his passionate interest for so many years?

The climate scientist replied that he wouldn’t put the
money towards any further scientific research but into
events like the one we were holding in Brisbane, where
800 concerned people from around the country and the
Pacific were assembled to learn more about climate
change and how to talk about it with other people. An ex-
traordinary admission for a research scientist (especially
in a country where research grants are hard to obtain),
and a reflection that the main challenge now is not to un-
earth more facts about climate change but to find a way
to make all of us messy, clever and contradictory humans
act to save our planet.

It’s not as if the inadequacy of the information-deficit
approach to communication is news to environmental
groups. The many environmental organisations I work
with have for some time been thinking more and more
about how to appeal to citizens and consumers based
less on rational and expert arguments and more on val-
ues and worldview. This is the case around the world.

That being said, it’s amazing how often climate commu-
nicators forget this important principle. A couple of
weeks after I decided to write this book, I went to see a
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climate scientist speak at a regional arts festival. The fes-
tival venue was packed with fans buying up books on the
environment, not a plastic bag or plastic straw in sight.
The speaker had the obligatory PowerPoint deck of a re-
searcher with a PhD, with what must have been over 100
slides. I figured he spent at least two-thirds of his allotted
hour and a half going through slides with complex graphs
and statistics about CO9 levels and sea level rises, the

aim of which was to convince—or further convince?—the
crowd that climate change was happening. And yet this
was the epitome of preaching to the converted.

If these people from this community were giving up an
afternoon to come to this talk, then they were already on
board. What they really needed was not facts but solace.
Watching them, listening to their comments before and
after, and during question time, it was clear to me the au-
dience members were mostly in a state of anxiety, frus-
tration, even despair. They didn’t need to be convinced,
they needed to be inspired.

Thankfully, the last third of the presentation addressed
possible solutions to climate change that were already in
play or within reach, and you could see the crowd perk
up and faces lift, if only a little. While the presentation
lacked nothing in terms of academic rigour, it lacked a
narrative that was emotionally satisfying, a recognition
that what the audience needed was to leave feeling not
necessarily cheerful, but resolved.

The one-way model of science communication is slowly
but surely being replaced by a more interactive and so-
cial approach to educating people about science. This in-
volves all parts of our society in a collective conversation
about not just causes but solutions. The citizen science
movement is gaining traction around the world, and is an
important part of improving not just general scientific lit-
eracy but people’s ability to connect what’s happening in
our natural world to their own lives. And wouldn’t it be
wonderful if every country could follow the examples of
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some enlightened countries, such as Italy, where climate
change studies are now compulsory? In these places, all
school-age children must spend time each week studying
topics like ocean pollution, sustainable living and renew-
able resources.

But even if we could snap our fingers and mimic these
countries overnight, dramatically improving the level of
science education around the world and our understand-
ing of climate science, it would not be enough. People
have to be convinced to care about it, be motivated and
be provided with opportunities to take action.

It’s not just about education but persuasion. Reason
and emotion. The right balance between all these ele-
ments.

It was exactly this balance that I wanted to talk about
with Miranda Massie. Like me, she came to the climate
change cause late in life. It’s not as if the civil rights litiga-
tor, an accomplished lawyer and Ivy League graduate,
didn’t care about the environment at all. It was just that
she was more concerned with others issues, such as affir-
mative action. ‘Like many, many other people in the
United States today, I pushed it down for a long time,” she
told me from her desk in New York City. Unlike many cli-
mate activists I've interviewed, Massie can’t remember
the first time she heard about global warming, but she
can remember that impulse to ‘push it down’. ‘I remem-
ber resisting thinking about it too deeply, realising how
overwhelming it is, and that it would require a who-
lescale change in my life.’

When superstorm Hurricane Sandy hit the United
States in October 2012, causing damage in 24 states,
flooding streets, tunnels and subway lines, and cutting
power in and around New York City, Massie could no
longer relegate climate change to the sidelines of her
worldview.

When Sandy hit, I'd been thinking about climate for a
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while, or rather trying not to think about my own
sharpening sense that the climate crisis demanded a
shift in focus. The storm changed my feelings defini-
tively and I was aware of it at the time.

As a response to these changed feelings, Massie came
up with the idea of a climate-dedicated museum. The
thought came to her in the weeks after Sandy and seemed
so obvious that she assumed it was already up and run-
ning, and that all she needed to do was track down the di-
rector and offer them her services. ‘I was astounded to
learn that a climate museum wasn’t already underway,’
she recalled. And so Miranda decided to start the
process of establishing one.

This change in her professional and personal focus to-
wards climate change was, Miranda realised, to take on a
significant and encompassing anxiety. ‘You know you’re
going to be uneasy and uncertain indefinitely.” Now she
lives and breathes climate change as the director of the
Climate Museum. It’s the first of its kind, with a mission
to inspire action on the climate crisis through program-
ming across the arts and sciences that deepens under-
standing, builds connections and advances solutions.
While the offices are based in New York, the museum
doesn’t have a permanent home or dedicated space (al-
though that’s the ultimate aim). Instead, it stages exhibi-
tions in different places around the city. Exhibitions so
far have focused on a mix of information, art and inspira-
tion—issues such as the new youth climate movement
and the melting polar ice caps.

When we think of a museum, we imagine a place dedi-
cated to the storage and display of objects and informa-
tion of scientific or cultural interest. It’s supposed to be
predominantly educational, a place where you leave feel-
ing smarter, a destination for droves of school students
on excursions with worksheets to complete. The Climate
Museum’s exhibitions are consciously different, melding
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the artistic with the statistics, more interactive art gallery
than static display of taxidermy.

While you might leave one of the museum’s exhibitions
feeling more knowledgeable about the science, the main
aim is to get people emotionally engaged and, ideally, to
push the issue of climate change into everyday conversa-
tions. Miranda describes the raison d’é€tre of the museum
as providing opportunities for physical, emotional and
social learning. She argues that while it’s important to
convey the numbers and graphs of climate change sci-
ence, most of us (especially those without scientific train-
ing) need context and story. We need to be able to relate
climate change to both our community and peer group.
This helps us overcome the challenging and abstract na-
ture of the scientific data and understand the gravity of
its meaning.

[ was intrigued to know (given the museum is a rela-
tively new venture) what Miranda had discovered about
its impact on the people visiting. She understands that
the museum’s core audience is people who are con-
cerned about climate change but lack confidence about
the science. While they'’re interested in learning more
about climate facts and figures, their real hunger is for
greater guidance and examples of how to act, especially
in collaboration with other people. They want to be en-
gaged by a social, physical and emotional experience. She
believes that this sense of being inspired to act, espe-
cially in the context of a broader group or community, is
far more important than any intellectual gains in under-
standing the science of climate change.

One of the benefits of not having a permanent home
but mounting exhibitions around and about in public
places is that the museum can capture the attention of
people who just wander into the space, rather than those
seeking out a climate change experience. For example, in
2019 they mounted an exhibition by Justin Brice Guariglia
at ten sites across the city’s five boroughs, featuring so-
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lar-powered highway signs flashing prominent, unex-
pected messages about climate change in different lan-
guages. ‘Fossil Fueling Inequality.” ‘Climate Denial Kills.’
‘Climate Change at Work.’

Some of the phrases were deliberately provocative. But
they didn’t just stand alone in the urban landscape. Part
of the exhibition involved hosting speaking events and
walking tours with social justice organisations, scientific
researchers and local environmental advocacy groups to
start conversations with visitors and passers-by.

The museum’s next major effort was a show on Gover-
nors Island focused on carbon solutions and on taking
civic action to get these solutions implemented. Again,
they organised speaking events and tours, ensuring con-
versations were a part of the visitor experience. They had
27 high school docents leading visitors through the
show. Miranda told me she was most excited about the
accidental visitors and the ways they were encouraged to
take action:

A lot of people came through because they were walk-
ing around Governors Island and we just nabbed
them. Those are our favourite people in some re-
spects because they haven’t yet been active but can
be inspired to take a fresh approach because of a mu-
seum experience ... The general population is ready
to be moved into a climate-active stance if we can
provide them with spaces and opportunities to do so
with a sense of social safety.

The challenge is to strike the right balance between pre-
senting the (overwhelming) scientific facts and inspiring
the emotional and social impulse to act. Miranda believes
there’s no set formula for achieving this balance, given
how diverse the audiences are and the rapid rate of cli-
mate change itself:

With the crisis accelerating, there is a need for a
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strong dose of how catastrophic current impacts are.
That’s required in order not to insult the intelligence
of the visitor and to be an honest broker. But you
can’t lead with that with most people and expect
them to stay with you. You can provide a reasonable
argument based on the science that we have a chance
to stabilise the climate to a point where we can sus-
tain our civilisation. If you do that, people can leave
an exhibition not necessarily feeling cheerful or even
hopeful, but with a real sense of their own capacity
and resolve.

Miranda makes the critical point that while we might
comprehend the science of climate change to a greater or
lesser degree, the vast majority of us need a larger story,
context and connection—both to the issues we care
about and the social group we belong to—if we are to be
motivated to actually do something with this knowledge.
We need a personal framework for the scientific data, an
emotional wrapper around the rational material. Indeed,
that was what Miranda herself needed. What tipped her
from being generally worried about climate change to
being part of the growing ranks of climate advocates
around the world was an emotional and social reaction to
a storm that flooded the streets of her beloved New York
City.

My aim in this chapter hasn’t been to argue that facts
don’t matter or the scientific method should be watered
down or that we should communicate without facts. I'm
not suggesting that emotional appeals always work better
than reasoned arguments—on the contrary, using the
wrong emotion with the wrong audience can backfire
badly, as you will see in the rest of the book.

What I am saying is that now that the climate science
has been proven to be true to the highest degree possi-
ble, we have to stop being so reasonable and find more
and more ‘irrational’ ways to talk about climate change.
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CHAPTER 2

START BEING EMOTIONAL

Or the importance of feelings over
facts

Tony Leiserowitz looks as much like a recovering ski bum
as he does a world-renowned Ivy League professor. He is
trim and neat, with the healthy glow of a man who enjoys
the mountains as much as the wood-panelled offices of
his workplace. [ am sitting across from him in his study
on the top floor of the Yale School of Forestry and Envi-
ronmental Studies, where he heads the Program on Cli-
mate Change Communications. Since 2005 the program
has been leading the world in research on how to com-
municate effectively about climate change.

I'd travelled to Yale on a kind of pilgrimage to spend a
week in and around the program, talking to Leiserowitz
and his many talented social science grad students and
researchers working on various projects—everything
from how Christians respond to climate to how voters
feel about wind farms. Visiting the program was like a
boot camp in understanding climate change communica-
tions.

Leiserowitz describes his path towards his area of ex-
pertise as ‘winding’. He studied international relations at
university, namely Cold War politics, with a view to a
long career trying to prevent the United States and Rus-
sia from blowing each other up with nuclear weapons.
But six months before he graduated, the Berlin Wall came
down and, as he puts it, his international relations degree
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turned into a history degree overnight.

A passionate traveller, he followed a friend to Aspen in
the hope of making enough money doing any kind of jo b
around the resort town to fund some international travel.
Instead, he lucked into a job at the Aspen Global Change
Institute, where he spent four years learning about cli-
mate change and biodiversity extinctions from some of
the world’s best environmental scientists.

Leiserowitz arrived at the institute at a critical time in
the history of our understanding of climate change. It was
the early 1990s, a few years after the famous testimony of
the astrophysicist James Hansen to a US Senate commit-
tee. In 1988 Hansen told a phalanx of politicians (includ-
ing a young senator from Tennessee, Al Gore) that ‘the
greenhouse effect has been detected and it is changing
our climate now’. We could almost say Hansen’s testi-
mony marks the beginning of the public’s understanding
of climate change. Certainly, it helped focus political and
policymakers’ attention on the issue, and much more
grant money started to flow to natural scientists looking
at the phenomenon.

Even though he was getting a world-class education in
environmental science at the institute, Leiserowitz was
feeling frustrated at the lack of a social science dimen-
sion to the work they were doing. In an interview for the
podcast CleanCapital, he reflects on this frustration.

The natural scientists [there] were fantastic and I
loved being with them. But personally, I felt we were
mostly talking about symptoms and not the underly-
ing causes, because if you look at any global environ-
mental challenges, the reason why they exist is
human beings. The natural scientists are incredibly
important for helping us understand these challenges
and why they happen, but ultimately, they're the re-
sult of human perceptions, human decisions [and]
human behaviour. I felt if | wanted to really address
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these issues, the answer was not going to be in the

natural sciences. It was going to be in the social sci-

ences and even the humanities.!

Looking back at the list of questions I asked Leis-
erowitz that June day in his study, knowing what I know
now, they seem painfully unsophisticated. I basically
went through all the emotions I could think of—fear, love,
anger, guilt and so on—and asked him whether they
worked or not when it came to communicating about cli-
mate change. His patient responses were a variation on a
theme. It all depends.

Human behaviour is not a simple arrow from attitudes
to behaviour; emotional appeal plus ‘call to action’
doesn’t equal response. You have to start with an appre-
ciation of human psychology but also with a nuanced un-
derstanding of the mindset of your intended audience.
Before you even think about what to say, you have to ask
yourself who you're talking to and what you want to get
them to do. ‘Context matters,” Leiserowitz explained.
‘There’s no simple formula: three parts hope for every
one part fear.’

If only it were that easy. And given that the climate
change message has been circulating in the public do-
main for decades and large groups of people still resist
and ignore it, Leiserowitz told me that increasingly we
have to ask ourselves not just who we’re talking to but
who those people want to listen to.

‘The messenger is often more important than the mes-
sage,’” he said. That’s a fundamental principle of commu-
nications but worth repeating time and again when it
comes to an issue as politicised as climate change, where
famous advocates can make people tune out as much as
tune in. While climate change is, as Leiserowitz put it,
‘the mother of all collective action problems’, requiring
us all to band together to address the issue, that doesn’t
mean there’s one right way to convince different people
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to act. ‘The assumption is that everyone has to walk the
same path you did.’

One of the biggest tasks of the climate movement, Leis-
erowitz told me, is to create a positive, alternative view of
the future. It’s a task they haven’t yet successfully com-
pleted, he argued.

We’ve been much, much better at describing what
we’re against than what we’re for. We paint a picture
of hell for people, a place of fires and plagues and
floods. We don’t tell an alternative story of a better
world we want to live in. That leaves a cultural vac-
uum for our opponents to fill and they’re happy to do
it. Conservatives that oppose action on climate
change love telling people that environmentalists
want to take away your house and your car and leave
you shivering in the caves. They get away with it be-
cause we don’t have an alternative vision.

Creating an alternative vision that we all support and
want to work towards requires a deep understanding of
the hopes, aspirations, values and mindset of different
groups of people. It requires identifying common ground
while also understanding, respecting and working with
the differences that exist in any society. One way Leis-
erowitz and his colleagues at Yale and George Mason uni-
versities try to do that is through their Six Americas

study.2 This large-scale survey measures the public’s cli-
mate change beliefs, attitudes, risk perceptions, motiva-
tions, values, policy preferences, voting patterns and
media consumption, and the underlying barriers to ac-
tion. Depending on how different people respond to these
issues, they break down or ‘segment’ into six different
groups, with people in each segment sharing certain atti-
tudes, values and even demographic characteristics.

At one end of the Six Americas spectrum we have the
Alarmed, fully convinced of the reality and seriousness of

37



climate change and already taking individual, consumer
and political action to address it. (I am firmly in that
group, and so are many of my friends and the people I
work with.) The remaining groups vary in their degree of
anxiety about climate change—in descending order the
Concerned, the Cautious, the Disengaged, the Doubtful
and finally the Dismissive. In societies like the United
States, Britain and Australia, understanding attitudes to
climate change according to these kinds of groupings
gets us towards a deeper understanding of why people
react to climate change the way they do.

When I first read the Six Americas research, I pictured
in my mind a big family seated at the Christmas table,
with an alarmed teenage girl seated across from her dis-
missive uncle arguing about the relative merits of Greta
Thunberg, and various members of the family around
them adding their two cents worth to the discussion. The
concerned on the side of the alarmed. The doubtful sid-
ing most of the time with the dismissive. And the disen-
gaged mother hoping they’ll all stop arguing in time to
help her clear the table and do the dishes.

In the last decade or so there has been more and more
research and interest in climate change from the humani-
ties and, as I mentioned in the previous chapter, more
recognition that social scientists are essential contribu-
tors to the climate change cause. Better late than never I
guess but, like Leiserowitz, I feel it was a genuine shame
this focus on the anthro part of anthropomorphic climate
change wasn’t a major focus from the beginning.

In his book Losing Earth: The decade we could have
stopped climate change, journalist Nathaniel Rich docu-
ments the wasted opportunity we had, in the decade be-
tween 1979 and 1989, to address the issue of climate
change. During that time, Rich shows that ‘the world’s
major powers came within several signatures of endors-
ing a binding framework to reduce carbon emissions—far

closer than we've come since’.3 He takes us behind the
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scenes at the various meetings, conferences, hearings
and summits during this period, when policymakers and
scientists came to grips with the alarming data and the
possible government response.

While this was happening, a small band of philoso-
phers, economists and social scientists—a group Rich
calls the Fatalists—were ‘busy conducting a vigorous de-
bate ... about whether a human solution to this human

problem was even possible’.# The Fatalists didn’t bother
trying to figure out the emerging science and whether it
could be believed; they took for granted the worst-case
scenario sketched out by the most pessimistic of the nat-
ural scientists. Instead, they debated whether humans,
when faced with the distinct possibility of their own ex-
tinction, were willing to prevent it.

The Fatalists wondered whether greater awareness of
the problem really would provoke a sensible re-
sponse. Was the threat of a distant catastrophe suffi-
cient to motivate change? If so, how much threat, and
how much change? We worry about our children’s fu-
ture and our grandchildren’s futures. But how much,
precisely? ... Enough to compromise our living stan-
dards? ... And what degree of certainty was required
if so? The question had to be asked not only of indi-
viduals but also of nations and corporations. How

much value did we assign to the future?®

Rich writes that the Fatalists attended the major sum-
mits on climate during this critical decade, alongside the
politicians and natural scientists, but when they ex-
pressed their views, they were met with polite smiles but
little else. ‘No one seemed to listen,” Rich writes. At the
World Climate Conference in the spring of 1979, it was
the physical scientists who dominated the meetings.
When the Fatalists presented their arguments, the physi-
cal scientists would simply ‘nod along, waiting for the op-
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portunity to resume debating the relative influence of ra-
diative transfer’.

That was their field of expertise, after all—clouds,
oceans, forests, the invisible world. And so it hap-
pened that the economists, philosophers, and politi-
cal scientists came to feel that, no matter how force-

fully they issued their warnings, they were becoming
6

invisible themselves.
Those prescient natural scientists were right about
probable catastrophic climate change if we didn’t reduce
our CO, emissions, but they were lamentably wrong

about what it was going to take to convince people to act.
They didn’t fully appreciate that climate change is a so-
cial, cultural and political phenomenon as much—if not
more—than a scientific fact.

The science behind climate change has been proven cor-
rect to the highest degree of certainty the scientific
method allows. But climate change is more than just the
science. It’s a social phenomenon. And the social dimen-
sions of climate change can make the science look simple
—the laws of physics are orderly and neat but, as I've
said before, people are messy. When social researchers
like me try to analyse how a person responds to climate
change messages the way they do, we’re measuring
much, much more than just their comprehension (or not)
of the climate science. We're analysing the way they see
the world, their politics, values, cultural identity, even
their gender identity. It wouldn’t be a stretch to say we’re
measuring their psyche, their innermost self.

In his book Why We Disagree About Climate Change,
British professor Mike Hulme argues that this is one of
the reasons we argue so much about the issue. ‘The
sources of our disagreement with climate change lie deep
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within us, in our values and in our sense of identity and
purpose,’ he writes. ‘They do not reside “out there”, a re-
sult of our inability to grasp knowingly some ultimate
physical reality.”?

It follows that in order to help resolve, even to some
degree, the conflict and disagreement about climate
change in the community, we need to understand those
different belief systems and the emotional responses and
social forces that shape them. And take them into ac-
count when we communicate about climate change and
what should be done.

This is even more important given how politicised cli-
mate change has become, especially in countries like the
United States and Australia. American research from Leis-
erowitz and his peers has shown that reactions to climate
change as a topic were becoming increasingly polarised
along partisan lines around the late 1990s. He argues that
the climate change views of Democrats and Republicans
were not significantly different until the Kyoto Protocol
negotiations of 1997, when policymakers started to ex-
plore possible solutions to global warming.

In an article for the academic journal Risk Analysis,
Leiserowitz showed that in 2003, when respondents were
asked in surveys for their first reaction to the phrase
‘global warming’, only 7 per cent reacted with words like

‘hoax’ or ‘scam’. By 2010, that had risen to 23 per cent.’
There was a parallel trend in the United Kingdom: be-
tween 2003 and 2008, the belief that claims about climate
change had been exaggerated almost doubled from 15

per cent to 29 per cent.”

The huge success and positive impact of Al Gore’s first
documentary, An Inconvenient Truth (2006), had the less
than positive side effect of strongly associating the cli-
mate change issue with the progressive side of politics.
Today, as Leiserowitz comments, climate change scepti-
cism and even denial in the United States have become
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part of a cluster of beliefs (along with anti-abortion and
anti-immigration) that are obvious markers of Republican
allegiance.

The situation in my home country, Australia, is much
the same, with countless surveys showing that conserva-
tive voters are less likely to believe climate change is
mostly caused by humans and more likely to believe it
has ‘natural’ causes. A 2017 study showed that ‘Aus-
tralians who identify with conservative political parties
are far more likely than those aligned with other parties
to reject anthropogenic climate change’, with conserva-
tive men living in rural areas the most likely to be scepti-

cal.l0

In my own social research with Australian voters, | see
this politicisation all the time. Nowadays, I don’t even
have to ask how someone voted in the last election to
hazard a guess about their views on climate change.
Sometimes all it takes is for me to ask them how they feel
about the role of government (Are you taxed too much?
Do you feel there is too much regulation?) and what
media they trust the most (blogs and social media or
public broadcasters?).

Of course, the media, including social media, plays a
huge role here in heightening the politicisation of the
issue and conflict over climate. In a 2019 paper for the
US-based Climate Institute, researchers Isobel Gladston
and Trevelyan Wing described and analysed the way so-
cial media has become a ‘significant polarizing vehicle’

when it comes to climate change.!! While they believe so-
cial media can be a valuable platform for interaction be-
tween people of different views, at present it can encour-
age vicious cycles of opposition, creating echo chambers
ruled by more extreme opinion leaders. It is certainly
based on algorithms that reward outrage and amplify
conflict, regardless of whether that comes from the right
or the left.
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The degree of polarisation over climate change in
places like Australia and America is not universal across
the globe. The esteemed Pew Research Center found in
2015 that in ‘Canada, Germany and the United Kingdom,
followers of conservative parties are much less likely
than followers of liberal or green parties to believe they

will be harmed by climate change’.12 But in many other
countries there are much less pronounced political differ-
ences on climate change, and much less public and politi-
cal interest in contesting the science.

For environmental activists in these less polarised
countries—often countries already feeling serious im-
pacts from climate change but emitting negligible
amounts of COp—the endless debate about the truth of

the climate science in the big Western countries is gobs-
macking. In the interviews I've conducted for this book,
these activists have expressed their frustration and dis-
belief on this point. It’s contributed not a little to their de-
spair about progress at an international level.

As part of the research for this book, I interviewed a
Philippines-based ocean conservationist, Anna Oposa,
who reflected on this very point—how shocking it is that
in countries like the United States and Australia, some po-
litical leaders are still arguing about the causes of climate
change:

When I first attended a United Nations climate change
conference as a youth delegate, that’s when I realised
climate change is so political in other countries. I
thought it was an advocacy issue, not a partisan
issue. In the Philippines, when you talk about climate
change, people get it. They get it's related to the
storms and the flooding. I haven’t come across any-
one who is a true sceptic. You will meet people who
think some of it is natural, but no one has ever said,
‘Climate change isn’t real, you’re making this up to get
funding.” When I listen to the news from the US or
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Australia, I think, is this for real?

So when it comes to talking to people about climate
change, it helps enormously to think about it not just as a
scientific question but as a social and political one, in-
creasingly so and more in some countries, and with some
groups of people than others. But understanding how
people’s already existing (and often entrenched) political
allegiances influence their response to climate change is
only part of the picture. Understanding their emotional
reactions is even more important, and that leads us away
from the realm of politics towards psychology.

As I've delved deeper into reading about psychology,
the various ways focus group participants react to cli-
mate change has made more and more sense to me. As |
said before, I didn’t study psychology at university but
law and politics. I'm not one for regrets, but I wish I'd
taken at least a few psychology subjects at the time. My
understanding of psychology has been picked up over
the years through some reading and absorbed over my
fifteen years as a researcher conducting thousands of
focus groups across Australia and reviewing similar so-
cial research from across the globe.

Viewing the climate change issue through a psychologi-
cal lens yields endless important insights into why we are
where we are. Have a look at the must-watch 2018 TED
talk by American meteorologist J. Marshall Shepherd, ‘3

kinds of bias that shape your worldview’.13 As a self-pro-
claimed weather geek, he often gets asked if he believes
in climate change. He finds the question odd because sci-
ence isn’t about belief. It’s about proof that things are
real or not. He is agog at the chasm between what scien-
tists know to be true and what surveys have shown the
American public believes on issues like vaccinations, evo-
lution and, of course, climate change.

This has led the natural scientist to start thinking
about psychology, namely what biases shape our percep-
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tions of the world around us. He picked three big ones.
The first, and probably the most obvious, is confirmation
bias, namely that we zero in on evidence that supports
what we already believe. Confirmation bias is even more
pronounced in a world where we can use our social
media to filter out information we don’t want to absorb
and where we follow influencers who reinforce our al-
ready existing beliefs.

The second bias is called Dunning-Kruger, which de-
scribes our human tendency to think we know more than
we do as well as to underestimate what we don’t know.
Again, I see this happen in focus groups all the time,
when participants with no scientific credentials or train-
ing pick apart the science of climate change.

The third and final bias is cognitive dissonance. When
people encounter actions or ideas they cannot reconcile
psychologically with their own beliefs, they experience
discomfort. They then try to resolve their discomfort by
arguing away the new evidence until it’s consistent with
their own beliefs.

Given climate change is such a discomforting topic, I
see this cognitive dissonance happen all the time in focus
groups, where people try to find reasons other than cli-
mate change for the events happening around them, even
when faced with a strong scientific explanation. They
pick it apart because of Dunning-Kruger and then be-
cause of confirmation bias try to find a blog that states
something other than what the scientific evidence shows.

J. Marshall Shepherd argues that we need to close the
gap between public perception and scientific fact, in
order to create a better future and preserve life as we
know it. He challenges us to take an inventory of our bi-
ases and of the beliefs we use to prop them up. Think
about where you get your information, how reliable it is
and whether you only read the things that agree with
what you want to think rather than the actual truth. Then
share what you’ve learned—about yourself and about the
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world—with other people.
It’s sage advice. We need to know our own biases be-
fore we can overcome anyone else’s.

In the last two chapters I've tried to convince you that
when it comes to climate change, we need to stop being
reasonable and start being emotional. More science isn’t
the solution. People are the solution. Namely, understand-
ing how they work as rational and emotional, messy and
inconsistent, ingenious herd animals.

In this book I specifically examine emotions—every-
thing from fear to love to guilt and despair—to under-
stand how humans react to these emotions and what that
means for how we can talk about climate change. Luckily,
the specific roles emotions play in understanding how we
respond to climate change are receiving more and more
attention from researchers.

The relationship between emotions and climate change
action is not always consistent, easy to measure or even
predictable. But there’s no doubt that a deeper under-
standing of our emotions is the key to finding a better
way to talk about climate change and getting people to
act—as the teenagers involved in the school climate
strikes have shown.
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CHAPTER 3

GREEN GIRLS

Or what we can learn from teens on
talking about climate

Given they were instrumental in triggering my ‘change of
heart’ on climate change, the ‘green girls’ of the climate
movement were one of the first things I looked into when
seeking to learn more about how we can talk about cli-
mate change in a way that makes a difference. What moti-
vates them? How do they motivate others, me included?
And what can we learn from them?

This brought me, one mild Sunday afternoon, to Daisy
Jeffrey’s house a few suburbs away from where I live in
Sydney, Australia. After I greeted her parents and asked
their permission to interview and record their daughter,
Daisy and I sat at their kitchen table, cupping mugs of tea
and picking at the rocky road I'd brought as a gift. Large,
brown, intelligent eyes regarded me through bold specta-
cles. Daisy sports a glossy brown bob and has been
blessed with perfect skin. She is cute and fierce at the
same time. Sixteen years old, she is a student at the pres-
tigious Conservatorium High School where she plays the
cello (I assume much, much better than I did at her age).
At this moment, she isn’t particularly interested in a ca-
reer in music. ‘It’s really tough to get a good job as a mu-
sician. There are so many amazing musicians who are in
their late twenties in a whole lot of casual jobs and
they're struggling to pay rent on a tiny flat. There are
other things I'm passionate about.’
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One of those passions is climate change. Daisy is one of
the main organisers of the students’ School Strike 4 Cli-
mate Australia. She has appeared on TV and on radio as
the voice of the strike. Months after we met, Daisy, along
with youth activists around the world including Greta
Thunberg, stormed the stage at the climate talks in
Madrid, frustrated at the snail’s pace of progress from
world leaders. I wanted to meet her to try to understand
how she and others like her had managed to motivate so
many of their peers to be involved in the strike.

Concern among the young, particularly girls, about cli-
mate is not surprising. In countries like Australia, the
younger you are, the more concerned you are about cli-
mate change, and surveys show there is a gender gap,
with girls and women expressing more concern about cli-
mate than their fathers and brothers. Daisy tells me she
has grown up with an interest in environmental issues. At
the age of seven she wrote a letter to the prime minister
with an idea about how to recycle foil waste. A few years
later she and some friends started a blog called ‘The En-
vironmentals’. Then for a few years she wasn’t as active,
although she would still have described herself as envi-
ronmentally conscious to anyone who asked. Then the
strikes happened. And things changed.

She attended the first strike as a participant and was
overwhelmed. ‘I thought, “This is different. These kids
have had enough and they’re using their voice, going out
onto the streets.” | was just so impressed.” One of the
mums who volunteers at her school’s cafeteria ap-
proached her after the strike and put her in contact with
the main organisers. ‘I've always been really outspoken at
school. She thought this is something I'd be really inter-
ested in.’

For the second strike, Daisy managed to get 50 out of
the 160 kids at her school to attend. She was a central fig-
ure in organising the second strike and then the third,
making an impassioned speech in front of thousands of
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people. On one of her regular TV and radio appearances
she debated a senior, climate-denying federal politician
on the Rupert Murdoch-owned Sky News. She and some
other climate kids went to the nation’s capital, Canberra,
to visit politicians and lobby them about policy. And she
has received the inevitable hate mail via social media
that comes with climate leadership.

What interests me most is how Daisy goes about con-
vincing other students not just to be concerned about cli-
mate but to act on that concern. To do something their
parents may or may not encourage, certainly something
their school didn’t actively encourage at the beginning,
something that would have attracted significant criticism
from people around them, including some powerful com-
munity leaders. To protest en masse in the way their
grandparents perhaps did during the Vietnam War days.

In order to motivate people at her own school, Daisy
made the usual pitch at the school’s weekly assembly. ‘I
said there’s a strike happening, this is why it’s happen-
ing, these are the three demands, and I would really, re-
ally love if you could come and help show your support.
And I did throw in the little bit about you’ll be missing
school.” There was some clapping from supportive peo-
ple after she spoke, and about twenty of her fellow stu-
dents signed up then and there. But the rest Daisy re-
cruited through quieter, one-on-one conversations, some-
thing she thinks can be far more powerful than one mes-
sage delivered from a microphone or, even worse, a
screaming argument in the school hallways. ‘I think
shouting at people doesn’t really help in getting anyone
to go. I've learned that the hard way ... People underesti-
mate the power of just taking the time to sit down with
one person. If you can even bring that person’s opinion
like halfway across, it makes a really big difference.’

It’s not just schoolfriends Daisy can convince, it’s
strangers as well. One morning she was putting up
posters and chalking the pavement in front of another

49



high school in her area with the details of the strike when
she overheard a conversation a few metres away be-
tween a father and his sons. ‘He was saying “Oh, it’s
those bloody lefties with their protests.” Daisy decided
to go over to talk to them. ‘He was, like, so shocked that |
approached him. I told him who was running the strike
and described a couple of kids doing it. And I said,
“You're by no means obliged to agree with me, but I just
wanted to clear a couple of things up.” And his sons came
to the strike. The dad, [ don’t think he completely agreed
with what we were doing, but there was a kind of under-
standing he got at the end of our talk.’

Daisy thinks there is always going to be ‘peer resis-
tance’ to any political message that involves getting peo-
ple to care. ‘People will tell me, “I recycle, I think I make
my individual difference.” I'm like, “That’s great, I'm
happy that you do that,” but I think people really under-
estimate the impact the strikes have in bringing climate
change to the forefront of the discussion in Australia.’

The other barrier to action for schoolchildren, in her
view, is the relentlessly negative image of the world pro-
jected by the media. ‘We look at the media and we often
don’t see the good news, we just see all of the terrible
eye-catching news. You see it happening around you and
you kind of create a bubble around yourself. If you don’t
think about it, you don’t process it, you don’t raise any
awareness about it. You kind of talk about it like it’s off in
the distance. It’s like it’s not there.’

Daisy describes herself as politically left-wing but she
worries that climate change has become too partisan an
issue. ‘Climate change is very much everybody’s issue,
but it’s kind of been painted as a left issue.” And unlike
some of her peers who easily deride their opponents in
the climate change debate or attack people working in
mining, Daisy has more empathy than antipathy for those
employed in these industries. ‘My grandad was a
coalmining engineer. When the industry tightened he was
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left without a job and ended up working as a cleaner.
He’d been really passionate about being able to fix up
these mines all over the world, and all of a sudden he’d
just been stripped of his identity. His university degree
was worth nothing.’

Listening to Daisy speak, it’s clear she understands the
power of empathy as much as anger to get the message
across about climate change. ‘I think one of the real faults
in the climate activism community is that sometimes we
forget to add faces to the people whose lives are built on
mining. It’s difficult to understand why people don’t want
to do the best by their kids and keep wanting to rely on
coal, but what we’ve got to understand is that a lot of
these people feel like they are doing the best by their kids
and really think that coal is our best option.’

Given Daisy’s preternatural capacity for empathy, it’s
not surprising her role model is the New Zealand prime
minister Jacinda Ardern. ‘She has a calm and compas-
sionate way ... She doesn’t really yell about things. It’s
fine to be powerful and want to yell, but it’s really impor-
tant to be able to put that aside and just sit down and
have a quiet conversation with someone. Teenage girls
are good at that.’

While Daisy has helped drive the students’ climate
strikes in Australia, being involved in organising them
has also helped her. Like so many teens around the
world, especially girls, Daisy went through what she de-
scribes as ‘a crappy mental health period’ in her early
teens, before her climate activism. ‘I was struggling to
find a point. | was like, “The sun’s going to swallow the
earth eventually, why even bother at all?” And I think the
conclusion that I came to was, if you're going to be
around, you may as well be happy and try to fight for
what you believe in.’

After the 2019 federal election saw a conservative gov-
ernment returned to power in Australia, one that has a
significant faction of climate deniers in its leadership
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group, it would have been easy for the climate strikers to
despair. And there were tears and anger on election
night, but interestingly not for long. ‘We had this huge na-
tional group chat with everyone who’s involved in organ-
ising both regional and major cities in Australia at about
11 o’clock on election night, and we just went, “Great,
what are we doing now? Because we have to do some-
thing.””’

Waving goodbye to Daisy and her parents on the street
outside their home, I wondered whether her musical
training and her skills as a climate organiser were related.
When I asked her whether studying the cello had taught
her anything applicable to the rest of her life, she re-
sponded this way.

Music is like another language. Expressing yourself
through your playing and doing regular performances
at school has made me slightly less self-conscious
about presentation. Being part of a massive group and
playing music together kind of brings a sense of com-
munity and togetherness. [ suppose it made me learn
how to look at things from different angles, because
you always have to interpret the music in your own
way, but it also really helped me when it came to kind
of making connections with people emotionally.

It’s the ability of teen girls in particular to make emo-
tional connections and talk persuasively to others that
makes them such effective climate change campaigners.
While Greta Thunberg is the most famous of all the young
climate activists, reviewing video from around the world,
it’s clear that young women are front and centre of this
movement. Most of the time, they’re the ones speaking at
the rallies and to the media. They are, as Daisy pointed
out to me, really good at this.

There is research to back up the notion that teen girls
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are particularly persuasive when it comes to telling a cli-
mate change story. Academic Danielle Lawson and her
colleagues from North Carolina State University wanted
to understand the extent to which children and teens
could influence their parents on climate change. Their
starting theory was that intergenerational learning could
be a useful pathway to building climate change concern

within the community.1

In countries like America, Canada and Australia, one of
the biggest factors influencing attitudes to climate
change is political allegiance (as we saw in Chapter 2).
Perhaps conversations between generations could by-
pass or cut through partisan divides. The researchers
also theorised that perceptions about climate change in
children are less susceptible to the influence of world-
view or political context. Perhaps these emerging adults
can be more open and flexible in their attitudes to politi-
cally divisive issues.

Lawson and her colleagues designed what they term an
‘educational intervention’ at a middle school (with stu-
dents aged ten to fourteen) in a coastal town of North
Carolina in the United States. They randomly assigned fif-
teen participating teachers to treatment and control
groups of students from 238 families, trained them in a
climate change curriculum specifically designed to pro-
mote intergenerational communication, and measured
impacts on students and their parents over two years.
They controlled for factors such as gender, race, political
ideology and how much families talked about climate
change, in order to better understand how these inter-
generational conversations could operate across diverse
family dynamics and demographics.

The results led to a number of media stories exclaiming
that teen girls are the best communicators when it comes
to convincing the unconvinced. The study made four
major findings. First (and perhaps unsurprisingly), the
children who were exposed to the climate curriculum be-
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came more concerned about climate change than the stu-
dents in the control group. Second, those concerned stu-
dents went on to talk about climate change with their
parents. But the third finding was really surprising—the
parents who were the most influenced by the concerned
students were those typically resistant to climate change
messages. As the authors commented, ‘politically conser-
vative parents who had the lowest concern levels before
the intervention displayed the largest gains in climate

change concern’.? Lastly—and this was the origin of the
media headlines—the study showed that daughters were
more effective than sons in getting their parents to be
more engaged with climate change as an issue.

The last two findings are, for me, the most exciting. I'm
intrigued that these intergenerational conversations
could break through resistance to climate change mes-
sages, particularly with conservative fathers. In fact, the
study showed that ‘parents who identified as male or
conservative more than doubled their concern levels be-
tween pre- and post-tests—a larger increase than their fe-
male and liberal countelrparts’.3

The researchers also found that it was important that
the information about climate change be as closely con-
nected to local concerns as possible. The curriculum
used by the teachers was hands-on, focused on local is-
sues, and involved field-based experiences and encour-
agement of parental participation. Lawson and her col-
leagues made the climate change information personally
relevant. ‘As framing climate change in local contexts
leads to increased climate change acceptance among
sceptical audiences, local examples in the curriculum
may have boosted learning among children and parents

alike, including those sceptical of climate (:hange.’4

And finally, the study showed that increasing family
discussion of climate change was critical in predicting
changes in parents’ concern levels. Talking about it really
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mattered. Perhaps this is why daughters were more effec-
tive than sons in changing their parents’ attitudes. Girls
are generally better at verbal communication at that age
(less grunty) than boys—as many parents who have tried
to sustain a dinner-table conversation with daughters
and sons about what happened during the day can con-
firm. Whether this is nature or nurture is probably irrele-
vant.

All in all, the research shows how including climate
change in the school curriculum can be an effective way
of educating the wider community on climate issues. It
can also be the spark that creates climate activists; many
of the men and women I interviewed for this book told
me that learning about climate change at school helped
them recognise the impact of global warming in their
communities and was the catalyst for their development
as passionate environmentalists.

This verbal dexterity among teenage girls combines
nicely with the fact that in many countries some gender
norms have shifted enough to give girls licence to be
more politically opinionated, to take pride in their educa-
tion and knowledge about the world, and to be more in-
terested in STEM subjects. | wonder too—although there
was no evidence to support this in the study—whether
conservative fathers might feel a heightened sense of pro-
tection and concern for their daughters rather than their
sons. They take the anxieties of the future mothers of
their grandchildren personally.

Can this kind of intergenerational learning apply in
other cultures, where respect for elders is more pro-
nounced than in countries like America and Australia?
Two academics from the University of the Chinese Acad-
emy of Sciences in Beijing found it can, but the other way
around, with elders helping children understand the local
impact of climate change. Sifan Hu and Jin Chen devised
a new educational program for climate change in twelve
rural areas in China. It included inviting tweens aged ten
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to thirteen to communicate in focus groups with seniors

aged over 60.

The aim of the focus groups was to discuss observable
changes in the local climate during the past several
decades. The status of older people in China was an im-
portant element in this study. ‘Local seniors [are] trusted
communicators ... perceived as “experts” with special
status,” the authors stated. ‘Moreover, revering elders
and caring for the young is an important traditional
virtue in China, which may increase the potency of this

approach.’6

The older participants shared their memories of cli-
mate change (which were in line with actual scientific
data). The influence of this on the tweens was significant.

The adolescents’ uncertainty about climate change
exhibited significant change after the programme, fol-
lowed by concern, risk perception, and perceived be-
havioural control. Based on mediation analysis, the
shift in adolescent concern and perceived behav-

ioural control translated into greater willingness to
7

support climate change mitigation.
In other words, the stories of these elders about the
changing climate convinced the tweens, who then be-
came more open to supporting action to deal with cli-
mate change. As with the North Carolina study, it was im-
portant that the focus was on local effects of climate
change. This had the result of making ‘the abstract con-
crete’, ‘the invisible process of climate change visible for
engagement’.8

These two social experiments from two very different
countries show the power of intergenerational discus-
sions on climate change to shift even entrenched atti-
tudes and to encourage action and support for climate
change policies. The key here is to get people talking
about climate change with the people they love and trust
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as an issue of immediate and local importance to their
tribe. The messenger is more important than the mes-
sage, as I've mentioned more than once. Today is easier
to talk about than tomorrow. Local changes to the envi-
ronment are more easily observed and more concerning
than national or international ones.

Through the process of writing this book, I watched
Greta-mania take hold in the media. In September 2019,
Thunberg took a solar-powered yacht from London to
New York to attend the UN Climate Summit, speak to
world leaders and the world’s media, lead the climate
strike in New York and glare at Donald Trump. There
were whispers about nominating her for the Nobel Peace
Prize. Of course she has been criticised for her efforts by
right-wing leaders in politics and the media around the
world. Thunberg’s appearance and the fact she has As-
perger’s, a condition on the autism spectrum, has been
part of some of these attacks.

While denigrating her looks and her neurological make-
up is both predictable and unconscionable, for me they
are no doubt central to her appeal and effectiveness. She
appears much younger than her actual age of sixteen.
With her cherubic face free even from lip gloss and her
Heidi-style plaits, you might think she was ten years old.
There is her frank and fearless manner of speaking, unsul-
lied by the usual teen speak (‘Climate change is, like, a re-
ally bad problem. It’s not awesome in any way ..."). And
finally, her relentless focus on the issue that matters to
her most, her unblinking stare. When [ watch her speak, I
am reminded of all those times my own children have
asked me questions I find difficult or uncomfortable to re-
spond to because they touch a nerve, make me confront
something [ spend a lot of energy pushing to one side.
‘Mummy, why do you shave your legs but Daddy
doesn’t?” ‘Do pigs have feelings?’ ‘What happens when I
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die?’

In his book Don’t Even Think About It, expert in climate
communications George Marshall writes about the role of
young girls in public persuasion campaigns. They have
often been central to these, either as innocent interroga-
tors or as victims. You may recall this famous World War
[ recruiting poster, featuring a man with a little girl on his
knee and the tagline ‘Daddy, what did you do in the Great
War?’

It was meant to shame British men into volunteering to
fight in order to avoid answering sticky questions from
their progeny later in life. Only the original and real event
that sparked the idea for this poster happened between a
father and a son. The artist who painted the poster
changed the questioner to a little girl, knowing instinc-
tively the emotional punch would be greater.

George Marshall argues that this image cast the mould
for many behaviour change campaigns since then that
have involved shaming people into action as well as tap-
ping into their love for their children.

The moral dilemma that inspired this iconic poster is
one of the recurring ethical themes in climate change
communications. Caring for the welfare of our chil-
dren is one of our strongest evolutionary drives and
one of the few concerns that consistently overcomes
self-interest. On the face of it, giving those children a
voice in our decisions, especially imagining how they
might confront us in the future, should be a powerful

spur to action.”
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This famous recruitment poster was created for the British War Of-
fice in 1914. George Marshall cites it as the kind of behaviour
change campaign that could be effective for climate advocates.

Marshall argues that while the poster might seem like
social blackmail, it was in fact a highly effective combina-
tion of ‘peer pressure, trusted communicators, social

norms and in-group loyalty’.10 He believes it’s the kind of
image and slogan that climate advocates should continue
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to be inspired by today.

It was a version of this scene that motivated me to be-
come focused on climate change work. As my children
grew up and realised the extent of the damage to the
earth, | wanted to be able to look them in the eye and say,
‘I know, I'm sorry, but also know that I was part of a
movement trying to create a liveable world for you.’ For
me, putting my personal and professional efforts into cli-
mate change action sits in the category of ‘things I do to
protect my kids’, like cutting up their grapes and warning
them about stranger danger. But that’s because I've al-
ready made the connection between concern for my kids
and concern about climate change. And that’s clearly not
a uniform response.

In a post-election analysis I conducted for the NGO
WWEF Australia, we found that the more children in a
household, the more likely the parents were to swing

away from pro-environment parties.!! Other studies in
the United States, Canada and Britain have come to simi-

lar conclusions.!? As Marshall points out, it’s pretty easy
and understandable that people with children can ‘sim-
ply immerse themselves in the daily routine of tears,
laughter, and the hunt for the missing shoe and put cli-
mate change into the category of tricky challenging

things they would prefer not to talk about’.13 So there are
limits to the extent to which we can base environmental
appeals on concern for our children. As Daisy herself re-
marked, people working for coal companies love their
children too.

Greta is part of this tradition started with the wartime
‘Daddy’ poster, but also deviates in one important way.
She is angry. She is pointing fingers. She is trying to
shame us into action not through naive and innocent
questioning, but clearly and directly. She has more than
emotion and indignation on her side. She has science.
And it’s sending people wild in all different directions.
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One speech she gave as part of her trip to New York—
commonly described as ‘angry and emotional’'—triggered
the greatest reaction from critics and trolls.

This is all wrong. I shouldn’t be standing here. I
should be back in school on the other side of the
ocean. Yet you all come to us young people for hope?
How dare you! ... You have stolen my dreams and my
childhood with your empty words ... You are failing
us ... But young people are starting to understand
your betrayal. The eyes of all future generations are
upon you, and if you choose to fail us, I say we will
never forgive you. We will not let you get away with
this. Right here, right now is where we draw the line.
The world is waking up, and change is coming

whether you like it or not.14

Every right-wing pundit and politician must have
wanted to ground Greta at this moment or send her to a
military-style boarding school. Her content and tone re-
sembles the righteous anger of a teenager who has just
discovered her parents are hypocritical and full of it and
has decided not to be their good little girl anymore. And
it’s hard to dismiss her because she has 99 per cent of
scientists backing up her argument.

Of course she has her trenchant critics, as well as peo-
ple who support the content of her message but wonder
if she goes too far. She is the leading light of the move-
ment but not always the right person to convince all
groups. She herself realises that, consistently saying she
is trying to get people to listen to the scientists. And she
has inspired a generation of young men and women like
Daisy who have—literally and figuratively—stepped onto
the world stage to challenge an older, powerful genera-
tion to act quickly and decisively.

Young women have a unique skill set for being the cli-
mate change movement’s most effective communicators.
As we have seen, local and personal intergenerational
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communication is highly effective in convincing people
not just that climate change is happening but that we
need to act. But girls—and women—have an even more
important part to play in the climate cause than as effec-
tive communicators. They can play a critical role in re-
ducing global emissions, particularly in countries where
there are already low levels of consumerism and con-
sumption. And the more we do to provide them with real
choices and economic and social power, the more we do
for the environmental cause.

In her TED talk, writer and environmentalist Katharine
Wilkinson argues that in order to bring down global emis-
sions we need to give women and girls around the world
the capacity to rise up. She believes that if we address
gender equity, we can address global warming into the

bargain.15 We’ve known for some time that the more edu-
cated women are, the fewer children they have, and so
educating women is critical to ensuring population con-
trol. If women seek an education and marry later, having
fewer children adds up across the world and over time;
Wilkinson quotes the statistics that 1 billion fewer people
could help avoid 120 billion tonnes of emissions.

We also know that we need to change the way we farm
and the way we eat; doing so will help with climate
change mitigation and adaptation. Women make up the
bulk of small farmers in the world, as well as being the
main meal providers in households. Improving their pro-
ductivity as farmers is an important part of ensuring food
security. Wilkinson is involved in Project Drawdown,
which estimates that improving small-hold women-based
farming could result in a reduction of 2 billion tonnes of

emissions by 2050.16 Improving the living conditions of
women and girls and addressing their needs in terms of
better education and health, financial security, reproduc-
tive rights and agency at home could have a significant
impact on addressing climate change. ‘Women and girls
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aren’t responsible for fixing everything,” Wilkinson says.

“Though we probably will."17

Teenage girls are often criticised for being too emo-
tional, a tendency we can attribute to nature, nurture,
hormones or Snapchat. But it has turned out to work well
for them when it comes to talking to others about climate
change. They may not grasp the science in the way
(some) adults do, but they understand the power of the
precisely calibrated emotional appeal. They instinctively
know that when it comes to climate, it’s personal and it’s
emotional. And rational arguments based just on the sci-
ence don’t always work. In fact, science can be part of the
problem when talking about climate change (as we saw in
the previous two chapters).

So far I've covered the limits of science, examined the po-
tential of emotion when it comes to talking about climate
change, and looked at how the green girls of the climate
movement manage to inspire the old and the young to
take to the streets. It’s now time for me to dive into the
deep waters of the human mind and explore the full spec-
trum of our emotional response to climate change. Start-
ing with guilt and ending in love.

An important caveat to the chapters to come. I've di-
vided them into discrete emotional states and ordered
them in a way that makes sense to me—and I hope will to
you too. The progression of chapters is not, by the way,
from negative to positive, good to bad. You'll soon see
that all the emotions have a part to play, but each can
also backfire under certain circumstances.

Just because I've concentrated on one emotion per
chapter doesn’t mean they’re not all intimately con-
nected. They are, in truth, very hard to isolate, and they
work together in complex ways: fear and anger, hope and
love, despair and fear, loss and love, and so on. Academic
Daniel A. Chapman and his colleagues make the impor-
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tant point that rather than looking at emotions as a lever
or switch we turn on and off when we want to persuade
someone, we should focus on the nuanced and some-
times counterintuitive ways that emotion and communi-
cation are intertwined. A message about climate change
that tries to inspire hope and resolve in one person may
in fact provoke fear and anger in another, despair in their

friend and indifference in their neighbour.18
[ guess nothing worth doing is ever easy.
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CHAPTER 4

GUILT

Or my plastic coffee cup killed the
green sea turtle

It’s 9.45 a.m. and I'm lining up at the cafe at work to get a
coffee. I reach into my bag and realise I've forgotten to
bring my re-usable coffee cup. Nuts. Is it in the car? No, I
left it on the kitchen bench. I forgot it because [ was dis-
tracted this morning. It was a crazy morning, also known
as a typical morning.

I woke at 6 a.m., emptied and filled the dishwasher, ate
breakfast, negotiated breakfast choices for my three kids,
packed their lunches, made their beds, filled the dog’s
water bowl, hung up a load of laundry, checked social
media quickly, negotiated clothing choices for my
preschool-aged twins (it’s like dressing Kardashians for
the Met Ball), reminded everyone to brush their teeth, ac-
tually brushed one twin’s teeth, brushed the twins’ hair
and argued about which hairclips to use, coached one of
them through a meltdown about her socks (a sock cri-
sis!), rushed them all out the door and into their father’s
car, ran around cleaning up mess, got in and out of the
shower, got dressed, packed my briefcase, put the dog
outside, checked the house was locked, got into the car,
realised I'd left my phone inside, went back to get the
phone and headed off to work.

Jesus, no wonder I need a coffee!

Still, I should have remembered my re-usable coffee
cup. Do I have time to have the coffee here? No, I'm run-
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ning late already. Bugger.

It’s understandable that I forgot it because, as I have
just illustrated, mornings are crazy. I get a lot done in the
morning actually. (And I'm not alone. All over the world,
women do most of the household heavy lifting, whether
or not there’s a man in the house. It’s unfair that women
do so much, but this gendered division of labour in the
home exists across the globe, even in countries where
women are well educated and in paid employment.)

But [ should have remembered my cup. Because [ know
that Australians throw out 2.7 million single-use coffee
cups every single day. This adds up to almost 1 billion
coffee cups thrown out every year, a major contributor to
litter on our streets and in our waterways. My one-use
coffee cup will add to this avalanche of waste. It could fall
out of the rubbish bin and into the gutter and drift out to
sea and choke a turtle to death.

I'm about to spend $3.50 to kill an innocent turtle. As if
they don’t have enough to deal with already because of
climate change. The sex of green sea turtles is deter-
mined by the temperature of the sand they lay their eggs
in. Increasing temperatures as a result of climate change
mean that more females are being born, disturbing the
natural gender ratio. And that could mean, in the future,
no more sea turtles.

I’'m a bad person.

And my colleagues at work, they’re going to see me
walking around with a disposable coffee cup and they
know all my research and writing is on climate change,
and they’re going to think I'm a hypocrite. Oh god, I hope
that Craig guy who’s obsessed with recycling isn’t behind
me in the queue ... Okay, I'm going to get this takeaway
coffee in a disposable cup just this one time (it’s only one
coffee cup in a billion) and from this point on I'm going to
keep my re-usable cup in my bag at all times and this
won’t happen again.

And anyhow, single-use cups have nothing to do with
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climate change ...

This slightly exaggerated description of my eco-guilt re-
sponse to forgetting my re-usable coffee cup might be fa-
miliar to some of you. It comprises many of the thought
processes that come with feelings of guilt, including nega-
tive feelings about self, anxiety about social rejection by
the peer group (‘cup shaming’) and cognitive dissonance.

Guilt—and its cousin, the more extreme shame—are
painful human emotions. But they’re not always bad emo-
tions. Professor Daniel Sznycer, a social psychologist at
the University of Montreal, points out that both can com-
pel us to improve our behaviour, especially towards oth-
ers. ‘When we act in a way we are not proud of, the brain
broadcasts a signal that prompts us to alter our con-

duct.’! He argues that guilt and shame have played im-
portant roles in our evolutionary survival by ensuring we
didn’t harm people who cared about us. Guilt and shame
helped maintain social cohesion, protecting the group dy-
namic so important to the survival of the herd. In hunter-
gatherer societies for example, people relied on each
other for survival. They had to band together, share re-
sources and protect each other from threats. Not fitting
in or not getting along with others could be a life-threat-
ening move.

Guilt and shame, while both connected to real or imag-
ined moral transgressions, are in fact different, with dif-
ferent triggers and effects. Scans have shown that they
can light up different parts of the brain. Researchers who
have studied the way guilt and shame activate different
neural pathways have concluded that ‘shame, with its
broad cultural and social factors, is a more complex emo-
tion; guilt, on the other hand, is linked only to a person’s

learned social standards’.?
What might the implications of this be for the role of
guilt and shame in talking about climate change? Well,
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striking the difficult balance between the two can be im-
portant if your intention is not just to make the person
feel bad but to get them to act, to change their behaviour
in the short and long term. Psychologists often argue that
guilt is the more constructive emotion, because it not
only emphasises what someone did wrong but also en-
courages them to think about how to address the dam-
age.

Given guilt is tied to beliefs about right and wrong, it
can be used as a tool to overcome conflict and change
behaviour. On the whole, psychologists see guilt as
linked to what they call ‘prosocial’ behaviours, such as
apologising or repairing damage through restitution.
What’s more, you can feel guilty but your belief in your-
self as a good person can remain intact. In contrast,
shame has been linked with ‘antisocial’ behaviours, in
part because it makes us feel bad about ourselves as a
person. If you shame someone in a way that makes them
feel inferior, then you can provoke reactions like anger,
withdrawal or denial of the issue.

Talking about climate change in a way that prompts us
to feel a constructive level of guilt but not a destructive
feeling of shame is tricky. As with everything, it all de-
pends on your audience. But I often think about it in
these terms. Effective appeals to act on climate change
have to acknowledge that we all live compromised lives,
that we all make ‘bad’ choices out of necessity or lack of
options. And yet we still have a responsibility to care for
the environment, change what we can and act as part of a
larger group.

Constructive guilt emphasises collective responsibility
as much as, if not more than, individual responsibility.
‘We have the responsibility,” ‘We can and we need to act.’
Rather than ‘You’re wrong,’ and ‘You shouldn’t have
done that.” It draws some kind of a distinction between
what we do and who we are. It can acknowledge goodwill
and good intentions, even when we don’t do the right
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thing all the time.

So making people feel guilty about climate change
could work to get them to change their behaviour. Mak-
ing them feel shame could easily cause them to back
away and become defensive, pushing them further out of
reach of the message. But there’s another challenge fac-
ing anyone trying to use guilt in particular when commu-
nicating about climate change, one I just hinted at above.
In order to feel these emotions, we first have to feel re-
sponsible. We have to feel as if we've caused the damage
done.

The guilt I felt about forgetting my re-usable coffee cup
is pretty straightforward. | know the contribution dispos-
able cups make to my country’s landfill problem and I
made the mistake of forgetting to bring my re-usable cup.
Instead of skipping the coffee, | put my selfish need for
caffeine ahead of the welfare of the sea turtle. The result
was guilt (and a little shame had I been caught by Craig).

Next time, I tell myself, I'll reflect on my mistake and (I
hope) remember the cup, so the guilt response has re-
sulted in (reinforced) behaviour change. But I also know
that as a wealthy person living in a wealthy country (with
dishwashers, cars, hot showers, domestic animals, multi-
ple children’s fashion choices, etc.), I'm contributing
more than my fair share to COy emissions just going

through my morning routine. And yet it was the coffee
cup and not my lifestyle that made me feel guilty that
morning.

Psychologists interested in how we respond to climate
change point out that the very nature of the causes of
global warming works to sideline our moral judgements,
making it even more difficult to get people to respond to
triggers involving either guilt or shame. No one, not even
the people working directly in the fossil fuel industries,
wants climate change to occur. Certainly, every other
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working parent with a morning routine like mine is simply
trying to make it to work in one piece rather than actively
trying to increase global temperatures. Climate change is
being caused by our behaviour, the result of all the en-
ergy we use to live our modern Western lives. But we per-
ceive it as just a side effect, collateral damage. If we see it
at all.

Looking at climate change as unintentional harm is im-
portant given humans tend to place huge moral signifi-
cance on whether someone causes harm deliberately or
not. Perhaps that’s why we’re so fond of saying to some-
one we’ve hurt, ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you,’ as if the inten-
tion was the lion’s share of the crime. Intentional acts
provoke powerful emotions; unintentional acts less so.
And with unintentional acts there’s no villain, no individ-
ual to blame, just good people trying to do their best in a
bad situation.

Despite the downsides of either guilt or shame, they
have long been part of the emotional toolkit for climate
change communicators. In Don’t Even Think About It
George Marshall argues that this, in part, is a conse-
quence of climate change being the main advocacy issue
for green groups, so it comes with all the positive and
negative baggage of the environmental movement. People
who don’t identify as environmentalists can sometimes
view them as professional complainers, killjoys and
worry warts, always focused on banning and stopping
things.

There is almost a puritan ethos of disapproval hanging
over environmental messaging. Everyone seems very
woke. Stoknes comments that the condemnatory tone of
a lot of climate communication has created strong associ-
ations with shame. ‘Climate images and messages indi-
rectly underscore that I should feel bad about the way I

live.”> Deniers and those seeking to undermine the cli-
mate change movement know that painting environmen-
talists as grim foot soldiers of the nanny state is an effec-
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tive strategy.
Another effective tactic is highlighting the CO9-emitting

behaviour of celebrity environmentalists. Al Gore has a
private jet! Emma Thompson eats beef carpaccio!
Leonardo DiCaprio has too many disposable girlfriends!
Deniers understand enough about how humans respond
to guilt and shame to know that letting us off the hook for
our choices and attacking rich and famous greenies will
be an easy win for them and a cheap thrill for us.

While I don’t believe the characterisation of environ-
mentalists as judgey zealots is fair, I understand why peo-
ple respond the way they do to messages aimed at mak-
ing them feel responsible for behaviour that harms the
environment. [ see it in focus groups every day. When
some people in my research are confronted with the im-
pact of human-caused climate change—especially those
who are cautious and doubtful about the issue in general
—their first impulse is to blame-shift. They minimise
their own impact: ‘My impact is nothing compared to the
big corporations.” They justify inaction by emphasising
the imagined inaction of others: ‘I'm doing my best, but I
know people in China aren’t.’ And they point out the
things they are doing to show that they’re in fact doing
the right thing overall: ‘I recycle, so 'm doing my bit for
global warming.’

It’s important to note that shame reactions to climate
messages are more pronounced in wealthy countries, es-
pecially those contributing the most to climate change. If
you live in Zambia or Kiribati, and you know your coun-
try contributes almost nothing to global COy emissions,

you have nothing to feel bad about. In contrast, people
living in wealthy countries know that their much valued
way of life is under scrutiny because of climate change.
As Stoknes comments, ‘for most people in rich countries,
the climate message ... is uncomfortable to live with’ be-
cause ‘it tells us that we are partly at fault for the de-
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struction of the planet’.4

You can see this rich country/poor country divide play
out in global surveys about climate change solutions. The
2015 Pew survey found that the greatest support for
wealthier societies doing more to deal with climate
change is found in relatively poor economies that are not

major sources of emissions.’ People in the Philippines
(73 per cent), Ghana (64 per cent) and Tanzania (64 per
cent) say rich countries should do more. Compare this to
Japan, fifth on the global list of annual CO9 emitters,

where only 34 per cent of citizens believe rich countries
should do more about climate change and 58 per cent say
developing countries should do just as much as wealthy
nations.

On the bright side, that Pew study also showed that a
good majority of us around the world (67 per cent) be-
lieve that lifestyle change is required to address climate
change, as opposed to believing the problem can be man-
aged through technological solutions alone. While there
were regional and country-based differences regarding
support for lifestyle changes over improved technology,
it’s heartening to know that most of us understand we
need to make changes to our lifestyles.

But a worrying aspect of this focus on lifestyle change
works to increase specifically our shame response.
Namely, that in affluent countries like Australia, action on
climate change has narrowed down to what each individ-
ual can do around their own home or when they go shop-
ping. A lot of emphasis has been placed on the domestic
sphere, with the individual as the agent of change. Mar-
shall explains why this has emerged as the focus for a lot
of climate change messaging:

According to ‘self-perception theory’, behaviours are
an important cue for self-image. If someone can be
persuaded to adopt environmental behaviours, [they]
may over time come to identify [themselves] as some-
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one with an environmental worldview ... On this
basis, in the early 2000s, environmental organisations
began to focus increasingly on the personal responsi-
bility of consumers for climate change ... To bring it
home, they distilled personal actions into lists of

household hints.®

There is nothing wrong with encouraging people to be
more aware of the chemicals, water and energy they use
in their home or to get them to compost and recycle. But
I sometimes feel as if climate change messages that ad-
dress citizens just as household managers or consumers
are too narrow to be effective. There is a limit to how
much personal and household behaviour change can
bring about a rapid move to a low-carbon economy with-
out a policy framework and action from big corporations
and the government.

This goes back to my point that constructive guilt em-
phasises collective responsibility whereas shame tends
to point the angry, quivering finger at the individual.
Sometimes I come across climate communications that
look like they’ve been written by the love child of Martha
Stewart and Al Gore, a long list of new and potentially
time-consuming edicts about how I need to run my home,
feed my family and shop for personal items. For those
feeling stressed, exhausted, overwhelmed and powerless
in their life as it is now, saving the planet seems to in-
volve a lot of new products and more time spent on a
home that already feels messy and expensive to run. And
if 'm using my own research with Australians as a guide,
people feel pretty ashamed about the state of their
homes to start with.

So given what we know, particularly about shame but
even about guilt, it’s easy to see the risks involved when
we use them in climate change messages. There can be
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backlash and we can reinforce perceptions of environ-
mentalists as disapproving lifestyle fascists. But as I said,
guilt has the capacity to be a constructive emotion. If we
can successfully make people—especially wealthy people
in wealthy countries—feel responsible for human-caused
climate change and feel guilty about that, then we'’re
closer to getting them to act. That’s particularly impor-
tant if they act in large numbers and through powerful or-
ganisations.

Indeed, while many psychologists like to draw a dis-
tinction between guilt and shame, others looking at these
emotions in the context of climate action believe this di-
vision is not completely clear-cut. Three German re-
searchers looked at whether the combination of guilt and
shame—what they called ‘guilty conscience’—could actu-
ally be effective in promoting not only pro-environmental

attitudes but also pro-environmental behaviour.’

They recruited 114 German university students and di-
vided them into two groups, presenting one group with
information about human-caused environmental damage
and the other with information about natural environ-
mental damage. They were then asked for their emotional
reaction, and what they were prepared to do in terms of
action and changed behaviour in the future. Finally, a pe-
tition about environmental pollution was presented to
them to sign if they felt so inclined (no pressure).

The German researchers found that the students who
were confronted with the human-caused information re-
ported significantly more guilty conscience (a mixture of
guilt and shame but more towards the guilt end of the
spectrum) than those people presented with the natural
environmental damage. They also reported higher levels
of positive behavioural intentions regarding the environ-
ment and were significantly more likely to spontaneously
display actual pro-environmental behaviour like signing
the petition. The researchers did own up to the fact, how-
ever, that university students might not offer the best
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possible general cross-section of the population and that
the debate about guilt versus shame in environmental
messaging thus needed further inquiry.

In contrast, a group of researchers from Columbia Uni-
versity found that a positive feeling like pride was far
more effective than guilt in encouraging pro-environmen-
tal decision-making (the researchers made no distinction

between guilt and shame in their study).8 They recruited
a diverse sample of more than 500 Americans, then ran-
domly presented them with different environmental
choice scenarios and asked them to make a decision be-
tween a ‘green’ or ‘brown’ (i.e. standard) option. Partici-
pants were asked to reflect upon either the future pride
they might feel as a result of taking a particular pro-envi-
ronmental action or the future guilt they might feel as a
result of not taking a particular pro-environmental action
or taking a bad environmental action.

The researchers found a positive correlation between
pride and choosing the green option, and a negative rela-
tionship between guilt and the green option. In other
words, anticipating a feeling of pride in the future be-
cause you made a good environmental choice was more
motivating than the anticipation of guilt at not making the
right choice. In this context at least, carrot beats stick.

In another study, research by psychologists from Cor-
nell University showed that guilt doesn’t always make us
turn inward and reflect. It can make us lash out. In their
survey of 700 Americans, Hang Lu and Jonathon P.
Schuldt found that guilt may lead people not only to hold
themselves responsible for negative outcomes they
cause, but also to attempt to purge their guilt and respon-
sibility by scapegoating others.”

Reviewing the writing and studies on the positive or
negative role of guilt and climate change, the prevailing
view is that trying to make people feel guilty and there-
fore responsible can be a risky strategy. It can lead to
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anger, resistance and avoidance, and can discourage
deep listening and understanding. In their study on pride
and guilt, the Columbia researchers concluded that mes-
sages based on negative frames like guilt may constitute
a threat to a person’s self-image and morality, and may
lead to defensive reactions instead of the intended posi-

tive behavioural outcomes.!V If the aim of the climate
change movement is to persuade people to act, espe-
cially those people not already fully convinced and on
board, then guilt may not be the most useful emotion to
employ. It makes sense. You don’t really want to listen to
someone who makes you feel inferior.

But that doesn’t mean guilt (with a small side order of
shame) isn’t useful in some circumstances with some
groups of people. Guilt works on me. It works to keep me
motivated to act on climate change. It was guilt—about
the world my children will inherit—that brought about
the transformation I described at the beginning of this
book. It keeps me in the alarmed group of citizens, with
action on climate change a motivating factor in every-
thing I do. And when I think about the most persuasive,
moving climate change message I've ever heard, well,
guilt was a big part of why it was persuasive.

[ mentioned earlier that I attended the 2019 Climate Re-
ality training in Brisbane. Over the three days we heard
speakers from around Australia and around the world—
activists, politicians and scientists in the main. There
were many First Nations leaders from different parts of
Australia as well, including a group of local government
representatives from the Torres Strait Islands. This clus-
ter of around 274 islands lies between the far north of the
Australian coast and Papua New Guinea. Around seven-
teen of these islands are home to about 6800 people (the
majority of Torres Strait Islanders, around 42,000, live on
mainland Australia).

Obviously, Torres Strait Islander communities have a
unique culture and a long history with the islands and
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nearby coastlines. They can trace this history back over
60,000 years or more. The same problems impacting Pa-
cific Island nations are affecting the Torres Strait Islands
as well. Rising sea levels are destroying recently built sea
walls, and extreme weather events are destroying infra-
structure including houses and roads. ‘Our island is
being eaten,” said one resident interviewed by The
Guardian about the deterioration of his home from rising

water and strong winds.!1

Before the Climate Reality get-together, I had read a bit
about what was happening in Torres Strait, but at the
conference it was the words of the Torres Strait Islanders
themselves that affected me profoundly. On the first day,
Mayor Fred Gela spoke frankly about the impact of cli-
mate change on the islands. He talked not only of the de-
struction of homes and the loss of land, but of how his
community had been forced to relocate the graves of its
elders and rebury them elsewhere for protection, without
the appropriate cultural protocols. He reflected on the
huge emotional and cultural damage this had caused to
his people.

He spoke too about the fact that they knew they faced
the prospect of relocation not only to different parts of
the islands but for some to the mainland. ‘That is our
land. That is who we are ... Will we be the first climate
change refugees in a country we belong to?” The next
day, Torres Webb, an educator from Darnley/Erub Island
in Torres Strait, showed us a photo of fallen trees being
swept out to sea. He explained that when a child is born
in the Torres Strait, a tree is often planted to mark their
birth. These two events—birth trees being destroyed by
rising tides, and the graves of revered elders being
moved to protect them from being washed away—linked
up in my mind. I couldn’t think of a more powerful
metaphor for the social, economic, cultural and spiritual
impact of climate change on a community.

After his talk, I tracked Mayor Gela down outside the
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conference hall to thank him for his words and to discuss
the prospects of the case a group of Torres Strait Is-
landers have taken to the UN Human Rights Committee (a
world first) to pressure the Australian government into
reducing national emissions. I wondered too, given the
degree of destruction on the islands, why the Australian
public wasn’t paying more attention to what was happen-
ing. He sipped his coffee, smiled at me and said, ‘Perhaps
some people forget we are Australians too.’

More than 4000 kilometres (2500 miles) away from the
northern coastline of Australia and from the imperilled
Torres Strait lies the nation of Fiji. Whereas few mainland
Aussies have ever visited the Torres Strait, Fiji is one of
the most popular destinations for Australians when it
comes to family holidays. They can arrive in Fiji, head
from the airport to a gated resort and spend almost all of
their time with other Australian families. I would hazard a
guess that Australians would be more aware of the im-
pact of climate change on Pacific Island nations like Fiji
than on the Torres Strait. But Fijians and Torres Strait Is-
landers have something in common—namely, anger and
frustration at the lack of the Australian government’s ac-
tion on climate change.

Whenever Australia’s leaders get together with the
leaders of the twelve Pacific Island nations, climate
change is on the agenda and Australia ignores the un-
equivocal requests for action from these nations. All of
these countries are suffering because of climate impacts,
despite the fact that their combined contribution to CO9

levels is a fraction of what rich Westernised nations pro-
duce.

Fijian climate activist Lavetanalagi Seru knows that
when it comes to talking about climate change, guilt
works. But you have to know your audience. Before Lave-
tanalagi learned about the science of climate change at
school, he was experiencing it in his childhood village of
Nanukuloa, in the Province of Ra, a coastal community on
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the northern part of the main island, Viti Levu. Due to sea
level rises, the people of his village built a sea wall to pro-
tect their homes. The wall held for a few years but soon it
started to erode, the rising water undermining the foun-
dations and claiming land on the other side. Then, in
2016, Tropical Cyclone Winston hit Fiji, causing wide-
spread devastation to the economy and agriculture.
Forty-four people died. Lavetanalagi’s village was hit
hard, with two-thirds of all homes destroyed or damaged.
It was an event that helped the young man connect the
science he had learned in school with the survival of his
family and community. ‘I thought, how many more cy-
clones can my village experience and still survive?’

From that point on, he started blogging about the cli-
mate and was active on social media. His Twitter feed is
full of images of destruction caused by climate change.
He helped found the organisation Alliance for Future Gen-
erations, an NGO championing the voice and meaningful
participation of young people in sustainable develop-
ment. And he started writing poems, like this one.

[ stand, looking out to the ocean
the land I stood on

once, my childhood playing field
Now engulfed by the sea ...

Inland, the sea water seeps

into our family well

Contaminating our drinking water

from where my forefathers once drank.

Now, left without a choice, we drink salty sea water ...
Loss of land and a bleak future

Caused by deforestation and excessive pollution by hu-
mans

at whose hands, also lie the cure.

[ asked Lavetanalagi whether he thinks guilt works to
motivate people to act. He says it all depends. There’s a
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big expatriate community in Fiji, including Australians
and other wealthy Westerners, and Lavetanalagi thought
his advocacy might convince them to become active in
combating climate change. But he instead was met with
indifference and condescension.

An ex-pat came to me and said, ‘Why are you blaming
large industrialised countries for climate change?
We've brought development to this country, and with-
out us you wouldn’t have developed as a country.” An-
other told me how costly it is for wealthy countries to
move away from fossil fuels and ‘It would be cheaper
for those countries to pay to relocate your communi-
ties.” He didn’t seem to understand, you are moving
people not objects. These places are not just places
we live, they are part of our identity, with deep cul-
tural significance beyond monetary value.

That being said, Lavetanalagi and his organisation have
had more luck with visiting groups of students and poli-
cymakers from countries like Australia, the United States
and Europe who are already interested in the climate
change issue.

We take them to communities impacted by climate
change, to meet the people whose lives are being
turned upside down. Yes, we’re trying to get them to
feel guilty, but we're also asking them, ‘What are you
going to do with that guilt when you return to your
country? How can you make those leaders account-
able?’

Lavetanalagi talked to me at length about the resilience
of his community and the determination they have to
continue to hold on to their lands, a huge task given
many people have had to relocate to higher ground,
abandoning places they have lived since time immemor-

ial.12 And yet he does struggle with feelings of resent-
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ment and anger that the world doesn’t care about their
plight. This is matched by a growing anxiety in him and
other young Fijians about what the future holds if there
continues to be a lack of international progress on cli-
mate change. ‘I don’t intend to have a child. I would love
to, but I can’t imagine the future for a child growing up
given what’s happening. Who wants to bring up a child
on a drowning, burning planet?’

Perhaps what Lavetanalagi is trying to do with his over-
seas visitor tours is generate some compassion. Just as
Fred Gela and Torres Webb are by talking about the Tor-
res Strait Islands to conferences full of mainlanders. A
sense of compassion, which should generate a sense of
responsibility. The Cornell researchers Lu and Schuldt, in
addition to their research on the limitations of guilt, have
looked at the role of compassion and how it can be effec-
tive when it comes to talking about climate change.
That’s because compassion has the potential to enhance
social engagement with others and reduce psychological
distance. This is critical because of our tendency to re-
gard climate change in psychologically distant terms (far
away in time and space).

Lu and Schuldt studied 400 American adults and
showed that generating this compassionate impulse
could improve the efficacy of climate change messages.
The study divided the participants into two groups, both
of which were shown an article about climate-change-in-
duced drought in East Africa, with an image of a starving
child in its mother’s arms. The people in one group were
asked to read the article and ‘try to imagine how the

child feels.’;13 those in the other were asked to read the
article with detachment and objectivity. The researchers
thought they might elicit, respectively, a high-compas-
sion and low-compassion response in the two groups.
They then followed up with a range of questions about
climate change.

The high-compassion group responded more
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favourably to support for government actions to address
climate change. More importantly, given the known parti-
san divide between conservative and liberal responses to
climate change, ‘the high-compassion condition was
more effective than the low-compassion condition in in-
creasing support for government actions among moder-

ates and conservatives’.14 Generating compassion has
the potential, the researchers argued, to break down par-
tisan divides.

The researchers, however, pointed out one important
caveat. Namely, that the climate victims portrayed in the
news article were black and poor, living in another coun-
try. ‘This may have elicited a great deal of psychological
distance among our predominantly adult, white, Ameri-

can sample.’15 Perhaps too much dissimilarity for com-
passion to overcome? It’s a sad truth that we humans in
general feel less compassion for those who don’t look like
us, even when they’re fellow citizens and neighbours.

What, ultimately, can we say about guilt and shame in the
context of climate change? Well, they work on me. Guilt
about my kids and the climate kids converted me from
concerned to alarmed almost overnight. Guilt and shame
—about what’s happening in the Torres Strait and places
like Fiji—keep me engaged with climate change as an
issue.

But as you can see, the psychological studies don’t
give us as much clarity as we’d like concerning the im-
pact of either guilt or shame and whether we can distin-
guish between the two. Guilt can, under certain condi-
tions with certain groups, help in behaviour change cam-
paigns, keeping people vigilant about new social norms of
behaviour and ultimately more supportive of government
action. But shame is a riskier emotion to throw into the
mix, especially if we make people feel ashamed about
who they are rather than what they’re doing. (Making
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coalminers feel bad about their jobs isn’t going to stop
coal production.) Overall, the work of academic re-
searchers shows that positive emotions—like pride and
compassion—may be more effective, especially with
those who are just concerned about climate change
rather than fully alarmed.

With so much guilt and shame sloshing around the cli-
mate change discussion, [ suspect the people least likely
to feel any are those who benefit from climate change the
most. Does the CEO of ExxonMobil lay his head down on
the pillow each night and think, ‘I'd better bring my re-us-
able coffee cup to work tomorrow?’

[ doubt it.
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CHAPTER 5

FEAR

Or do wildfires change minds and
votes?

In preparation for the Climate Reality training I bought a
stack of books about climate change, among them Ameri-
can columnist David Wallace-Wells’ The Uninhabitable
Earth. It sat between Bruno Latour’s Down to Earth and
Edward O. Wilson’s Half-Earth on my bedside table for the
entirety of 2019. I was, in truth, scared to read it. I
thought I would become overwhelmed with anxiety and
fear if I did and it would affect my ability to put all my en-
ergy into my climate change work. A friend of mine had
tried to read it and got about a third of the way through.
‘More like The Uncontrollable Sob,” she told me. Some-
where in the middle of the year I opened it up and re-
viewed the contents. Chapter titles include ‘Heat death’,
‘Hunger’, ‘Drowning’, ‘Wildfire’, ‘Dying oceans’, ‘Un-
breathable air’ and ‘Economic collapse’. I turned to the
first page and the first line. ‘It is worse, much worse, than

you think.’! [ slammed the book shut. I needed to be a lot
calmer and a lot stronger to keep going.

And yet | found myself finally reading the book during
the Australian summer that saw unprecedented bushfires
rage through most of the country, destroying hundreds
of homes, killing 33 people and more than a billion ani-
mals. Armed forces were required to evacuate thousands
of people, the biggest peacetime evacuation in our his-
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tory. An astonishing 6 million hectares (15 million acres)
of land burned up after the fires started in September
2019. Each evening before bed I would read in Wallace-
Wells’ book about a near future of millions of climate-re-
lated deaths, where large swathes of the earth are de-
serted, where countless major cities lie underwater, and
where human life that does exist is grim and chaotic. In
the morning [ would wake to watch new details of devas-
tation in towns I had visited for holidays and for work.
My social media feed was full of images posted by friends
of burnt-out houses belonging to friends and relatives.
Over the months between November and January, the
smoke from the fires blew into Sydney, Canberra and Mel-
bourne, making the sun red and the air thick. Ash floated
onto ocean beaches and in waterways.

Reading the book throughout this catastrophe pro-
voked some wild dreams. | dreamt emus had invaded the
house. I didn’t want to evict them because I knew they
would die of thirst and heat if I did. But they were angry
and kept trying to peck at my daughters with their lethal
beaks. I had to defend the girls with a broom. Reading it
also induced some serious moments of depression and
inertia, as I lay in bed contemplating the scale of the hor-
ror the author describes. The Uninhabitable Earth may be
the perfect example of what Stoknes describes as ‘col-
lapse porn’ (just a tip, whatever you do, don’t google this

term).2 It’s the kind of writing about climate change that
seems to revel in all the details of the worst possible sce-
nario. This sort of storytelling can bring about ‘apoca-
lypse fatigue’ even in already concerned citizens like me.
In fairness to Wallace-Wells, his depiction of the near
future is based on both scientific evidence and evidence
of what is already happening today. I collect as many pos-
sible good news stories as [ can about how we have the
tools and technology to do something about climate
change. But his book remains on my shelf as a reminder
of what’s at stake, what could easily happen if we con-
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tinue on our current course.

As I mentioned earlier in the book, the bad news coming
out of the natural science community about the progres-
sion of climate change is couched in academic language
and so the full force of its impact on our way of life is
often lost on the lay person. Scientists under pressure
and scrutiny about their research are loath to speak in
emotionally charged terms lest they invite more ridicule
and aggression.

The aim of books like The Uninhabitable Earth is to
paint a picture that’s horrifying—the author wants us to
freak out—as a necessary precursor to both accepting re-
sponsibility and doing something about it. Interestingly,
Wallace-Wells describes himself as an optimist. He argues
that given humans have shown themselves capable of
changing the very atmosphere of a whole planet in such a
short period of time, it’s possible we may conjure new so-
lutions, not to wholly reverse those effects, but to create

a liveable environment rather than an apocalyptic one.>

Fear—Ilike guilt—can work to keep me focused on cli-
mate activism. Fear is honest. Fear is more than justifi-
able. But is it effective? Does it help persuade people that
climate change is indeed a crisis that requires our imme-
diate response?

It’s worth noting that our climate and extreme weather
events like storms, droughts and floods have always pro-
voked wonder and fear among human beings. British aca-
demic Mike Hulme writes that for much of human history,
weather was ‘beyond human understanding or control’
and so appeared to mere mortals as ‘the territory within

which both divine and satanic influences were at work’.?
Religions, both ancient and modern, have often viewed
weather as a manifestation of the supreme deity’s (or
deities”) approval or disapproval, with natural elements
—fire, water, air—as weapons of the gods, to be used to
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punish or reward human behaviour.” Jupiter’s thunder-
bolt, Poseidon’s storms and floods, the great flood in the
Old Testament that only the devout Noah, his family and
menagerie survived. ‘We love our climate,” writes Hulme,

‘and yet we fear it.’® This might be particularly the case in
Australia, where we have a climate of extremes across a
vast continent.

This longstanding, deep relationship between fear and
the weather should mean it’s relatively easy to make peo-
ple fear climate change. But that’s not actually the case.
Anyone with a basic understanding of how humans re-
spond to threat and risk will point out that climate
change poses a unique challenge. In order for a human to
feel fear, we have to observe and register a threat, such
as the sight of a predator or a situation that we recognise
as dangerous to property, life and limb. That will then ac-
tivate our ‘fight or flight’ response. While survey after
survey shows that people around the world describe cli-
mate change as a serious threat demanding immediate
action, we often don’t behave as if this is the case. Cli-
mate change feels nebulous, and as such it fails to push
all those critical evolutionary and cognitive buttons in
our brains that are there to make us spring into action, to
protect us against harm. As Stoknes points out:

The climate crisis ... is about abstract, imperceptible
and gradual changes in weather trends from decade
to decade. It is anonymous and not personified. It is
beyond anyone’s control and reach. It is rarely talked
about at social events at the in-group level. It has a
complex indirect impact on primarily far-off
strangers, not us and our group. It is old and yester-

day’s news. Finally, there is no real enemy. If there is

an enemy, it is none other than ourselves.’

Furthermore, he argues that the very fact that climate
change is caused by COs, a colourless, odourless gas,
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makes this threat seem even more intangible.8 Compare
the build-up of COy in the atmosphere with something

like damage to the ozone layer of the earth, which domi-
nated environmental concerns in the 1980s. The so-called
‘hole’ in the ozone (it’s more accurate to describe it as
depletion) was being caused mainly by human use of CFC
gases in products like aerosol cans.

As Nathaniel Rich points out, ‘the ozone hole alarmed
the public because, though it was no more visible than
global warming, ordinary people could be made to see

it’.? I was in my late teens and early twenties when dis-
cussions about the ozone layer were at their apex. [ can
recall looking up into the sky on a regular basis, imagin-
ing a tear in the protective layers around the earth, let-
ting radiation in like a weapon being used by some invad-
ing extraterrestrial force. It was easy to ditch the under-
arm deodorant spray as a result.

And so, as Rich writes, ‘An abstract, atmospheric prob-
lem had been reduced to the size of the human imagina-
tion ... been made just small enough, and just large

enough, to break through.’!9 There was international co-
operation to ban CFCs, and now the ozone layer does not
face the kind of dangerous depletion it did a few decades
ago.

Of course, if you care to look around you there are tan-
gible, personal, imminent manifestations of the rapid
build-up of CO9 everywhere. Not just in sea level rises but

in the form of extreme and unprecedented weather
events. But you have to make the connection—that it’s
climate change created by humans driving these changes
—to see the events as threats rather than just Mother Na-
ture doing her thing.

Evolutionary psychology gives us some real insight
into why it’s hard to generate the necessary levels of fear
about climate change to get people to respond ‘ratio-
nally’ to the threat. Evolutionary psychology posits that
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human beings have evolved via natural selection over
millennia in particular ways to survive in their surround-
ings. Our ancestors lived as hunter-gatherers and no-
mads and for thousands of years in small bands of twenty
to 150 people. This way of life shaped what is described
as the ‘old mind’ or ‘ancient brain’, ruled by ‘ancestral
forces’: self-interest, status, social imitation, short-ter-

mism and risk vividness.!!

It’s easy to see how self-interest and short-termism
being hardwired into the way we think can create chal-
lenges for a human response to something like climate
change. But for the purposes of this chapter, let’s con-
centrate on risk vividness. There are a lot of fancy acade-
mic definitions of ‘risk vividness’ but it boils down to
this. If it’s in my face, I'll be concerned about it. If not,
meh. Anything that undermines that sense of the risk
being real and imminent makes us less concerned.

What’s more, as we saw in the early chapters of the
book, humans evaluate the world around them with a mix
of reason and emotion. Very few of us take a highly ratio-
nal approach to the assessment of danger and risk. Stok-
nes puts it this way: ‘psychologically, risks are feelings,

not numbers’.}2 And there are different forces driving
these feelings about risk.

First of all, as the evolutionary psychologists would
point out, due to the ancestral forces of self-interest and
‘risk vividness’, we feel personal risks more than general
Or anonymous ones.

Second, apart perhaps from viral pandemics, we're
generally less afraid of risks that are natural than those
that are artificial or human-made. For example, people
tend to be more afraid of radiation from low-level nuclear
waste than from a few hours at the beach without sun-
screen, even though the latter can be far more damaging.
We also focus more on ‘spectacular but rare risks’ like a
terrorist attack than on common ones like being killed in
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a car accident.!3 Related to this, we tend to focus more
on risks that are being talked about in our social circles,
by our leaders and the media rather than those that are
less talked about, even if they're more objectively credi-
ble. So if it’s in the public spotlight, we register it more as

a real threat.14

Finally, we all have different attitudes to the notion of
risk and therefore we respond differently to threats.
There are risk-takers and there are those who are risk-
averse. All kinds of psychological, social and cultural
forces shape risk-averse and risk-taking personas. In my
own research I've found that the people who are most
blasé about the risks posed by climate change are young
men. | recall in one project I was conducting about atti-
tudes to climate change, the young men in the groups
seemed entirely nonplussed about the prospect of envi-
ronmental and social collapse. One of them remarked, ‘If
we're headed for a Mad Max-style society, well me and
my friends are going to be okay. We’re physically strong
and we drive like crazy people.” On top of this, the fact
that we have now had bad news about climate change for
about three decades means, for some, the novelty has
worn off, dampening their perception of risk. ‘It hasn’t

killed us yet. Habituation has set in.'15

Some researchers have pointed out that the way we re-
ceive information about climate change has increased
this distancing effect as well as made it less personally
relevant. This has reduced the sense of threat and cre-
ated further obstacles to generating the necessary level
of fear. For example, for many, many years the pre-emi-
nent image of climate change was the emaciated polar
bear on a shrinking icefloe. It still manages to appear
today in news reports about the impacts of global warm-
ing. Is it heartbreaking? Yes. Is it relatable? Unlikely (un-
less you study polar bears for a living).

Writing on how images of extreme weather symbolise
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human responses to climate change, British academics
Brigitte Nerlich and Rusi Jaspal showed that media re-
porting can increase the distancing effect, making climate

change feel less relevant and imminent.16 They analysed
the images the media chose to accompany reporting of
the 2011 IPCC draft report on extreme weather and cli-
mate change adaptation. They found different kinds or
groupings of images, but a common one was landscapes
representing a deteriorating earth but devoid of humans.
The absence of human beings in this context works to po-
tentially increase our sense of distance between us and
the environment, making the threat of environmental
degradation seem less intense.

When humans were depicted, Nerlich and Jaspal found
that people in the developing world were presented very
differently from people in affluent countries. People in
Bangladesh, for example, were presented as just ‘getting
on with life’ in the face of catastrophic weather events as-
sociated with climate change. There was no sense of de-
spair, of life grinding to a halt, but rather that this disrup-
tion had become part of their daily routine.

This has the potential to make people in affluent coun-
tries feel both as if climate change will only really impact
people in other parts of the world and (even worse) that
they will be able to cope because their living standards
are so low anyway. In contrast to this group of images
were those featuring people in affluent countries, where
the focus was on devastation and loss—such as people
crying in each other’s arms as they survey the wreckage
of a house destroyed by floods or wildfire.

The authors concluded that the images depicting cli-
mate change upon the release of the IPCC report empha-
sised fear, helplessness and vulnerability, which could be
perceived as more passive than active emotions, and dis-
connected from activities associated with ‘engagement
and responsibility’.

But surely, once the extreme weather events and sea
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level rises increase, as predicted by the scientists, atti-
tudes and actions will shift dramatically rather than in-
crementally. As [ scanned the media, social and other-
wise, during the Great Australian Summer of Smoke, the
consensus seemed to be that given this was such an un-
precedented event, it would amount to a tipping point in
terms of attitudes to climate change, translating a general
worry into a deep and persistent understanding that this
was a national crisis and pressing emergency. Part of me
wanted to believe this was true, but the social researcher
in me was hesitant.

I knew that the research on whether extreme or un-
usual weather increases people’s concern about climate
change is decidedly mixed. A 2014 study by researchers
from Columbia University found that ups and downs in
the weather did in fact prompt concern about climate

change.17 However, perhaps due to the emphasis on
‘warming’ as an obvious sign of climate change, while un-
usually high temperatures tended to make people more
convinced and concerned, during unusually cold periods,
people’s views went in the opposite direction. (That’s
why, all things considered, climate change is a better de-
scriptor of what’s happening than global warming, as it
lends more emphasis to the transformation of weather
patterns, including extreme winters.)

In my own work with Australians I've seen the same
kind of response as the Columbia researchers docu-
mented. Weather events and hot summers bring climate
change into everyday conversations around water cool-
ers and dinner tables. And then the focus wanes as the
weather gets cooler and a new ‘crisis’ emerges to attract
media and political attention, such as an economic down-
turn, a pandemic or a terrorist attack.1®

Similar research has found that temperature rises don’t
necessarily drive climate concern as much as people as-
sume it might. Academics Parrish Bergquist (formerly at
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MIT and now at Yale) and Christopher Warshaw (from
George Washington University) reviewed data on climate
change opinions over the period 1999-2017 to see if pub-

lic concern correlated with temperature rises.1? They
found that higher temperatures did lead to greater con-
cern. Specifically, a 1 degree Celsius increase in tempera-
ture led to an increase of approximately 1 per cent in the
share of people worrying a ‘great deal or fair amount’

about climate Change.20 While the relationship between
warming and concern persisted even in the face of grow-
ing political polarisation, the problem of course is that
the increase over this period was small. The two acade-

mics concluded that ‘a warming climate is unlikely to

yield a public consensus about climate change’.2!

Our belief in and concern about climate change may
rise and fall with the barometer and increase over time as
more and more ‘once in a lifetime’ storms, fires and
floods occur, but given the pace thus far of climate dri-
ving public worry, we can’t just rely on that. Over time as
well, these extreme weather events might become more
familiar, more expected and then less and less effective
as ‘teachable moments’ about climate change. Wildfires
will become the new normal. Or, as Nathaniel Rich sum-

marises it, ‘disasters alone will not revolutionize public

opinion in the remaining time allotted to us’.22

All this doesn’t mean we should completely shelve fear
as a useful emotion when it comes to talking about cli-
mate change. Activating fear has been an important part
of campaigns to promote positive social behaviour for
generations, particularly in areas like public health and
safety. But can the kinds of psychological barriers I've de-
scribed when it comes to fear and climate change be cir-
cumvented? Can fear work only to make people stop
doing something rather than inspire broader social
awareness and action?

The researchers who study fear appeals and effects are
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at odds about whether the benefits of using fear appeals
outweigh the risks. Reviewing the literature on the effec-
tiveness of fear appeals generally, the consensus seems
to be that fear on its own won'’t do it. Simple fear appeals
won’t have lasting effects because people become desen-
sitised to them if they’re used too much—they need to be
ramped up in order to overcome this and can then be-
come too extreme, even laughable, to be credible. In ad-
dition, using fear can undermine the listener’s trust in the
messenger, and that can have unintended effects like de-
nial.

In a study involving both a survey and interviews with
young people living in Norwich, British academics Saffron
O’Neill and Sophie Nicholson-Cole found that while fear-
ful images of climate change can capture people’s atten-
tion, they are ineffective in motivating personal engage-

ment.23 They left people feeling powerless, overwhelmed
and fatalistic. Instead, they recommended using non-
threatening imagery that connects to the everyday con-
cerns of individuals.

Simple fear appeals may not even be effective with peo-
ple who are already alarmed about climate change. In
their research with Danish and Swedish climate activists,
academics Jochen Kleres and Asa Wettergren found that
fear motivated action by raising awareness of the threat

of climate catastrophe.24 (As one of the activists put it,
‘threat is a precondition to get up from the couch’.) But
importantly, the potential downside of fear—namely, that
it can paralyse people and make them despair—had to be
mediated by hope that they could make a difference, par-
ticularly as part of a broad movement of people. Hope
fuels action, and collective action in turn generates hope
and helps reduce fear.

You can’t talk about fear and climate change without
addressing the elephant in the room: death, namely our
own. The work of Canadian academic Sarah Wolfe and Is-
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raeli academic Amit Tubi explores how our predictable
response to our own mortality—feelings about our own
inevitable death—shapes our responses to climate
change. They wonder whether our slow response to envi-
ronmental crises can in part be explained by this concept
of ‘mortality awareness’:

Like death, [climate change] is a threat that will affect
everyone on the planet. Yet it is also unique because
climate change is simultaneously personal and social,
local and global, immediate and future, chronic and

acute, known and unknowable.2®

They found that the typical psychological defences
against mortality awareness, such as denial, distraction
and rationalisation, are at play when people are con-
fronted with messages about climate change. The result
could be an increase in apathy, resistance and doubt
about the nature of the threat.

They also found, however, that if you made people who
were already concerned about the environment more
aware of their own mortality, it could actually increase
their desire to act in order to leave behind a legacy for fu-
ture generations. The authors describe this legacy as a
‘hero project’, which may include anything from throwing
yourself into charity work, to seeking fame or becoming a
model parent. (You might say this book is my ‘hero pro-
ject’.) In other words, making people aware of their own
mortality when talking about climate change can make
them shut down or power up, depending on how they al-
ready feel about environmental issues and their own in-
evitable non-existence.

From my own perspective, as someone already
alarmed about climate change, thinking about it does
more than make me fear my own death. Since contem-
plating death in my teens as a precocious young woman
fond of the Cure and reading Kafka (yes, I had a black
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beret), I have found a way to soothe my fears by thinking
less about my own non-existence and more about the
legacy, if only temporary, of my brief existence on earth:
my love for my children, family and friends; my profes-
sional contribution to social research and the environ-
mental movement. | know that even though it’s difficult to
contemplate, my death makes way for the next genera-
tion and the generation after that. But climate change
threatens all this, and with it the kind of thinking that
soothes my own mortality awareness. In thinking about
climate change I am thinking not just about my death but
the death of everything that comes after me.

Fear is a hard emotion to sustain day after day. The
fight or flight impulse is hardwired into us, priming us for
immediate action but only meant to be used occasionally
to save our own lives. If activated regularly, the chemi-
cals it releases can do significant physical and psycholog-
ical damage. This is why people like Tony Leiserowitz tell
me ‘worry’ is a more productive emotion, because it
doesn’t hijack our cognitive abilities as much as fear
does. ‘Fear is not a great predictor of policy support for
climate action. Worry is.’

And we know the citizens of the earth are worried
about climate change. Research shows that we’re now at
a point where the majority of people in the majority of
countries believe climate change is real and poses a real
threat to future security. In 2018 a 26-nation survey con-
ducted by Pew Research found that thirteen of these
countries named climate change as the top international
threat.

If only the leaders of every country would take our wor-
ries seriously.

Worry is better than fear. If we want to use fear when we
communicate about climate change, we should try to
combine it with positive emotions like hope, generated
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through collective action. Following on from this, [ won-
der if something like humour could work well in combina-
tion with fear when it comes to communicating about cli-
mate change, particularly with avoidant and jaded peo-
ple. Like a spoonful of sugar? There are countless adages
around—in everything from the Bible to Buffy the Vam-
pire Slayer to The Lion King—about the therapeutic value
of laughing in the face of danger. Maybe being funny
when talking about climate could confound preconcep-
tions about environmentalists as killjoys and wet blan-
kets.

[ first started thinking about the role of humour at the
beginning of writing this book, when I had the chance to
interview acclaimed scientist and Australian of the Year
Professor Tim Flannery, one of our most outspoken and
best known climate action advocates. I asked him what
he thought about the role of fear in climate change com-
munication, and his response surprised me.

Fear and anxiety are inherent in the message. The sit-
uation is scary but there are ways to mask it. There
are ways we can alleviate people’s anxiety while still
delivering this scary message. There used to be the
character of the jolly hangman in the days of capital
punishment. [ try to be a jolly hangman.

Talk about comic relief.

It turns out that Flannery’s comment about the sooth-
ing role of humour when delivering unpalatable climate
change messages is something researchers have actually
looked at, especially in the United States. That research
has shown there’s a role for jokes, especially with certain
audiences. For example, political satire (think late shows,
sketch comedy, The Onion) has been shown to be effec-
tive with younger audiences who have low levels of inter-
est in politics, making them more aware of global warm-
ing and more certain that it’s happening.
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Researchers at Cornell University conducted a survey
of young adults, testing their responses to three videos
about climate change: one that involved fear, another hu-
mour, and another that was purely informational or neu-
tral. They found that the fear and humour appeals were
equally effective in terms of promoting environmental ac-

tivism.25 Another study from the University of Colorado
found that climate comedy increased awareness and en-
gagement, as well as willingness to find new ways to
solve the problems posed by a warming planet. The re-
searchers concluded that the disarming and subversive
power of comedy could help open up different thinking

on an issue that can feel overwhelming and negative.27
Theatre maker David Finnigan doesn’t need academic
studies to be convinced that fear and humour can be a
powerful combination when it comes to talking about cli-
mate change. Born in Canberra, the son of a CSIRO mi-
crometeorologist, David is the author of plays entitled
Kill Climate Deniers and the more recent You're Safe Til
2024. In his work, he interviews climate scientists about
what’s happening and might happen to the earth if CO,

levels keep rising, then brings that to the stage with
music, slide shows, monologues and some quirky danc-
ing. ‘I spend my whole practice trying to come up with
funny, clever methods to talk about the things I'm scared
of,” he told me.

His aim in writing these plays is not necessarily to
achieve any particular effect in the audience or provoke
any particular response—hope, fear, anger and so on (al-
though that always happens). His motivation is to write
about phenomena that fascinate and delight him, and as
a topic climate change provides ample fodder for inspira-
tion. He comes up with some pretty confronting and hi-
larious metaphors for what we’re doing to the planet. For
example, he has a section in You're Safe Til 2024 about
‘snarge’ (you can google the derivation of that one).
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That’s what’s left of a bird after it collides in mid-air with
a plane. Every day, numerous samples of this substance
are scraped off the surface of planes and sent for DNA
testing to help work out what kinds of birds are being
‘snarged’. We don’t mean to kill the birds (hey, we’re just
going on a work trip or on holiday) but we’re killing them
nonetheless. ‘We aren’t bad people but we kill things
without meaning to,” David told me.

David’s play You're Safe Til 2024 is an iterative perfor-
mance, a series of standalone pieces he writes and will
perform over a six-year period, culminating in a day-long
performance in 2024. From his home base, now in the
United Kingdom, I asked David about his perspective on
the role of fear in talking about climate. ‘I'm scared obvi-
ously, but we’re in it now and have been in it our whole
lives. Fear is a big part of talking about climate change,
but [ don’t live in fear.” What about the role of fear and
humour? Do they play off against each other, making the
fearful message more or less palatable?

I can feel like future generations will be laughing at us
and angry at us because we had the tools to fix it but
we couldn’t get it together. Humour in the context of
talking about climate change is so beautifully inappro-
priate. There are legitimate feelings you’re allowed to
feel around climate, like anger and grief, but humour

.. well, it’s like sniggering at a funeral. But that’s a
very human reaction. There are moments you can’t
help it, the ridiculousness of it all, the incredible stu-
pidity of what we’re doing right now can really hit
you.

A fast-paced play about climate change that combines
dark humour with even darker facts about the changing
climate means David’s audiences react in unpredictable
ways, very much dependent on their own emotional state
at the time.
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The director of Kill Climate Deniers told the cast be-
fore the first performance, ‘Remember, with this play
don’t wait for a laugh because there’s never going to
be a predictable laugh with this show. Some people
will laugh at some bits, other people at others.” And
that’s what happened, all of the gags had their mo-
ment, but none consistently got a laugh. It was the
same with You're Safe Til 2024. Some people giggled
at something and the others were dead silent. And af-
terwards people would come up and say, ‘That was so
depressing and bleak.” Other people, ‘That was so
hopeful.” Everyone has their own experience, relating
to it differently, depending on where they’re at.

After speaking to David, and thinking about the furious
mirth of future generations he referred to, | wondered if
there was a word for angry laughter. After some time
googling, | came across a syndrome called the pseudobul-
bar affect, or PBA, sometimes referred to as emotional in-
continence. It occurs when you can’t help laughing un-
controllably when you should be angry (or sad). Well,
laughter is one manifestation of it. The other is uncontrol-
lable crying.

While I was putting the finishing touches on this book,
WWF Australia commissioned me to do some research on
Australian attitudes to the devastating summer fires. By
mid-February the flames were out across the country, but
the rebuilding—and reflection—had begun. There were a
few surveys around showing that the fires had not only
impacted large segments of the population in some way
but also increased concern about climate change and the

desire for governments to act.?® At a conference I at-
tended in Melbourne in the middle of February, a Climate
Emergency Summit, many of the delegates were saying
the fires had been a ‘tipping point’ in public attitudes
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about climate change.29 Surely the extent and ferocity of
the event meant that those who were disengaged, dismis-
sive or cautious would start to take notice.

WWF commissioned me to go back to interview all the
people who had been part of focus groups we’d con-
ducted the year before looking at the issues of climate
change and renewable energy. We had a pretty good un-
derstanding of how these people felt about climate
change, and they tended to range from the generally con-
cerned to the dismissive. What we found in the inter-
views was sobering. While a handful of people felt that
the fires had made climate change feel more personal and
closer, and made them more eager for better government
policy, it was clear these people were already ‘with the
program’.

The rest, even those who believed climate change was
happening, more often blamed arson and lack of back-
burning. ‘The fires don’t even fall in the same category as
climate change because it was mainly man-made out of
stupidity, not due to climate change in the Atlantic or ice-
bergs melting.” There was a palpable resentment of any-
one trying to make a link between the hot weather and
drought and climate change: ‘I always feel they’re just try-
ing to push climate change into the news, they're using
the bushfires or the drought or floods to help their cause.
[ don’t think it’s just that. There has to be other things as
well. I feel like they’re using people and their circum-
stances to push their agenda.’ Instead, they tended to
blame not only governments but ‘environmentalists’ for
‘stopping back-burning’ in fire-prone areas. ‘I don’t have
any proof, but I think it’s arsonists in the Rural Fire Ser-
vice. Also the greenies need to back off and let them
back-burn.’

All the fires seemed to do was make the concerned
more concerned, the disengaged more helpless, and the
dismissive and the cautious more reluctant to see the
links. (They were, however, unanimous in their view that
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Australia should be moving faster to renewables and that
governments should be driving this move.) People could
disagree endlessly on why these fires had happened at
the same time as they could furiously agree on the main
solutions to reducing emissions.

We can’t hope for a tipping point, for the bad weather
to deliver a ‘light-bulb’ moment for the whole population.
The cognitive barriers won’t be washed away by floodwa-
ters or burned away by bushfires. But the solutions, well,
everyone can agree on those, even when we don’t com-
pletely understand the science behind a solar panel.

There are those who argue that fear is a spent force when
it comes to convincing the cautious and undecided about
the urgency of climate action. They contend that many of
us have ‘apocalypse fatigue’, that we’re so overly familiar
with fictional stories about the end of the world on TV,
movies and in novels that the notion they might all offer
accurate predictions of the near future seems as far-
fetched as Daenerys Targaryen swooping down on one of
her dragons to carry away the family dog.

[ have seen this incredulity about the apocalyptic pro-
portions of climate change play out in my own research,
with dismissive and cautious participants reflecting on all
the times we were supposed to fear the end of the world
via, say, nuclear war or the Y2K bug. (At press time, the
jury was still out on COVID-19.) But if the research to
date is any fair measure, fear has its part to play, if only
in combination with other emotional appeals to hope, hu-
mour and collective action.

There is one group of people I want to see absolutely
terrified all the time. That’s the politicians across the
globe who have dragged their feet on climate action. I
don’t want them just to fear climate change. I want them
to fear the wrath of the citizens who trusted them to
serve and protect.
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[ want them to fear us.
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CHAPTER 6

ANGER

Or how to turn anger into activism

When Anna Oposa gave me her business card, it had
‘Chief Mermaid’ as her job description. But she didn’t
need a cute moniker to be memorable. I met the glam-
orous ocean conservationist when she had flown (not
swum) from her home in the Philippines to speak at the
Climate Reality conference.

One story she told at that event stood out for me. She
had been leading a campaign called Defying Gravity, the
aim of which was to stop a popular but harmful practice
in her country of tying prayers to helium balloons and re-
leasing them into the sky. At one annual festival in her
province, hundreds of these prayer balloons would be re-
leased. They would eventually fall into the sea and add to
the already astounding amount of plastic floating around
our oceans, endangering sea life.

But she was having difficulties convincing people that
the lanterns were a problem. ‘I did one interview with a
journalist who said to me, “Who are you to tell people
what to do and believe? Don’t you know when you re-
lease the balloons, the prayers reach God?” I told him
about, you know, gravity, and I think all the balloons fall
down. But he kept telling me, “You shouldn’t be question-
ing other people’s beliefs.” Instead of arguing further
with the journo, Anna took a different approach. ‘I don’t
believe in making fun of people’s beliefs. | am always
thinking, “How can we accept them as a given and get
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them to change anyway?””’

So the NGO she helped found, Save Philippine Seas,
wrote to Catholic Church leaders (her country has the
third-largest Catholic population in the world) to ask
them if they would speak out about the practice. The let-
ter emphasised that we are stewards of the earth as
God’s creation and should protect its habitat and crea-
tures. ‘They never replied but they did send out a press
release very soon after and said they were banning the
practice, repeating a lot of what we said to them.’

While Anna and her organisation can’t take credit for
changing the church leaders’ minds, the timing was
there. It was a win that confirmed for her that despite dif-
ferences in opinion about religion and science, ‘there are
ways to campaign to find mutual points of empathy’.

Anna grew up in a house where climate change was an
ordinary dinner-table topic. Her father is an international
environmental lawyer, and when she was at university he
got her involved as a researcher on a global legal action
on climate change. At the time, stronger storms and big-
ger floods were hitting the Philippines, causing devasta-
tion. As | mentioned in an earlier chapter, when she at-
tended a United Nations climate change conference as a
youth delegate, she was astounded to learn that denial-
ism was so strong in countries like Australia. She wrote
an advocacy handbook for young people about climate
change, funded by the Philippines Department of Educa-
tion. ‘There were no local materials around, only materi-
als from Western countries with lots of pictures of polar
bears. That’s not the symbol of climate change in my
country. It’s people losing their houses to floods or wad-
ing through waist-high water.’

As Anna and I skyped one morning (she in her study in
Manila, I in mine in Sydney), I asked her how she man-
aged her emotional reaction to climate change. In particu-
lar, how she coped with feelings of frustration and anger.
‘As a young advocate, I used to cry a lot,” she told me. ‘I
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would cry about every single issue. “Why aren’t people
listening to me?” And then I realised, if I wanted to stay in
this advocacy space, I needed to learn how to manage my
emotions.” But it was advice from her father, who’d been
fighting the good fight for many years, that helped Anna
come to better terms with her anger.

There was one time [ had a really bad experience with
a government leader and I called my dad in tears. And
he started laughing at me. He said, ‘How long are you
going to cry? You can be sad and angry for a few sec-
onds and then you have to realise, what are you going
to do next? You can’t think of your advocacy as a bat-
tle, because if you do, you’re always going to feel like
you'’re going to war. You're always going to be angry,
full of all these negative emotions. As if it’s always win
or lose. Instead of a battle, you should think about it
as a game. If you're thinking of it as a game, you get
creative. You learn how to plan for the long run and
you might actually enjoy it. If you think of it as a bat-
tle, you're always going to be the angry one, the com-
bative one. No one wants to be around the angry one.’

Anna took her father’s sage advice to heart and started
to approach her advocacy work with less anger and more
good humour. She tells me that despite climate change
and all the other problems facing her country, people in
the Philippines are happy people. And so a lot of her ad-
vocacy work involves creating funny and quirky memes
promoting environmentally sound behaviour, which she
argues is both effective at getting the message across and
helps makes her advocacy enjoyable. ‘Anger is still im-
portant. There are days I get very upset. And yes, there’s
resentment that my country is suffering because other
richer countries won’t do more. But that’s never a reason
not to act.’
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Anger gets a bad rap. It’s almost always seen in negative
terms. Many, many cultures view anger with suspicion, as
a primitive, unsophisticated, antisocial and dangerous
emotion. Anger comes when we encounter some kind of
offence or when we recognise that one of our goals is
being frustrated by someone or something.

Like fear, the main goal of anger is to motivate us to
tackle a threat. Indeed, anger and fear can be prompted
at the same time in response to the same threat, like a

terrorist attack or a home invasion.! Anger is also related
to other negative emotions like guilt. Most of all, we see
anger as undermining our more constructive decision-
making abilities. As Leonie Huddy and her colleagues
from Stony Brook University point out, anger is often as-
sociated with lower levels of cognitive effort. Anger can
encourage certain behaviours in people, such as being
less careful and systematic in their thinking—so much so
that they can be less aware or concerned about the con-

sequences of risky actions.? Angry people are almost al-
ways seen as irrational. They punch strangers in bars,
run people off the road with their cars and say things
they don’t mean. Groups of angry people are even more
scarily unpredictable. They can burn their own communi-
ties to the ground, storm buildings and string people up
from the nearest tree.

But like all human emotions, anger serves its purpose
in certain circumstances. As is the case with fear, we
wouldn’t be able to protect ourselves, the people and
things we love, if we couldn’t feel some degree of anger.
Daniel A. Chapman and his colleagues from the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania argue that while anger is often seen
as a destructive emotion leading to aggression, it in fact
rarely leads to actual violence. While links between anger
and violence obviously exist, they operate in complex
ways depending on the context in which they occur. In-
stead of an overly simplistic view that anger is destruc-
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tive, they cite research showing that anger is typically
the emotion most associated with inspiring people to ad-

dress social justice issues—discrimination, for example.3

In this way anger, channelled effectively, becomes a
positive and productive emotion, especially when it
comes to turning concerned citizens into activists. The
galvanising capacity of anger is well respected and under-
stood by people who study social movements throughout
history. The positive power of anger is summed up beau-
tifully in this quote from John Bird, life peer of the House
of Lords and founder of The Big Issue magazine.

Anger is a brilliant initiator. If you don’t feel angry
about the world you probably don’t want to change it
... As a child, I always remember sitting by the gas
oven and my mum would put water in and porridge in
and tell me to stir it. [ would think that stirring would
last for ever, but at some point it would turn into por-
ridge you could eat. It’s how I feel with anger—you’ve

got to make it something thicker. You want it to be

fuel for a rocket, not a gun.4

Of course, while anger can shape and inspire activists,
it can also lead to burnout among leaders, and internal
conflicts within organisations and social movements (as
anyone who has ever been involved in these groups can
confirm). And so researchers have shown that anger
needs to be coupled with other emotions to be that effec-
tive rocket fuel Lord Bird describes.

For example, in their research on Danish and Swedish
climate activists, Jochen Kleres and Asa Wettergren
found that anger was a critical yet complex emotion for
the young men and women involved in climate-related
NGOs.” Anger was a powerful political emotion that al-
lowed protesters to focus their attention on those in
power responsible for climate damage. That being said,
the young participants recognised that presenting an
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angry face to the public all the time was not the way to
mobilise support for their cause (as Anna said, no one
wants to be around the angry one). And so they tried to
avoid expressions of anger in their advocacy.

Ultimately Kleres and Wettergren concluded that
anger, hope and fear were all important emotions for get-
ting activists involved and then, more importantly, keep-

9

ing them involved. ‘Anger makes hope “a strong energy”.
And ‘hope makes anger “positive”.” Arguably, a fruitful
combination of anger and hope may defuse the destruc-
tiveness of anger.

But what about the rest of us? If you’re not already a
member of Extinction Rebellion, are angry messages
about climate change going to work?

When I think about anger and climate change, my
thoughts immediately turn to Twitter. An increasing num-
ber of the people I follow on Twitter are involved in cli-
mate politics or are interested in climate change.
Scrolling through my feed every day, amid the retweeting
of useful news articles, I watch a seemingly endless
stream of abusive ‘back and forth’ about climate causes
and effects. It’'s predictable, painful and often boring,
even for someone like me whose job it is to keep across
this stuff.

I've always suspected that the Twitter wars on climate
change serve to further entrench the politicisation of the
issue, turning less committed people off the topic and
discouraging them from engaging. This is certainly
George Marshall’s view. He argues that social media has
become the place where people aggressively express
their in-group identity on political issues, with climate
change a prime example. By ‘in-group identity’, he means
not only identifying strongly with the social group we be-
long to but believing that group membership makes us
superior to other groups. He argues that in reviewing the
swarms of comments about climate across social media
platforms, you can see this ‘in-group performance’ at
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work.5

The aim of getting into fights and trading insults about
climate change on the internet is not to change anyone’s
minds, Marshall argues, but to reinforce already existing
views and show your tribe that you’re a loyal keyboard
warrior. Ultimately, he questions whether the emotional
energy required to get into fights on social media about
climate is worth the pain given ‘the vast majority of peo-

ple are being entirely ignored during [these] pun(:h-ups.’.7

There has been some interesting research into the im-
pact of social media on people’s attitudes to climate, and
the results, unsurprisingly, are mixed. Emily Cody and
her colleagues from the University of Vermont analysed
Twitter mentions of climate between September 2008 and
July 2014. They concluded that most of the Twitter traffic
about climate change is actually from green activists
rather than deniers, which makes it an important re-

source for spreading news and general awareness.8 Ash-
ley Anderson, an academic at Colorado State University,

was less positive, however, in her 2017 study.9 She found
that the tone of climate change coverage on social media
was mostly negative, with the potential to turn audiences
off. ‘While there is reason to be optimistic about the abil-
ity of social media to positively influence opinion, knowl-
edge, and behaviour around climate change ... social
media use may simply encourage reinforcement of exist-
ing perceptions of climate change rather than reaching
new individuals or changing opinions.’

The impact of social media ‘discussions’—whether gen-
uine exchanges between real individuals or bots, or ma-
nipulation by professional and amateur trolls—is such an
under-researched and fast-moving area it’s almost impos-
sible to draw any firm conclusions at the moment. What’s
more, my experience is that climate change conversa-
tions play out differently on different platforms—Face-
book as opposed to Instagram or Reddit—with people
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heavily curating the information they might want to re-
ceive and the people they might want to interact with
(my experience of climate change information on Face-
book must be vastly different from that of someone
whose major interests are, for example, surfing, cars and
construction).

I've found out some of the most interesting information
about climate change via social media, mainly through
the posts of scientists and writers from all around the
world. But I can also say that in the research I do with
Australians, the spats they observe on social media over
climate have two main impacts: turning people off the
discussion, and reinforcing the view that common ground
on climate is hard to find.

This leads us nicely to the main downside of anger as
an emotion, namely its tendency to create an ‘us’ and a
‘them’. Heroes and villains. Enemies and allies. As [ men-
tioned before, anger is a response to an offence caused or
to the frustration of a goal. Anger is increased when the
offence or frustration is regarded as somehow unfair or
unjust. And in such cases there’s usually a person, organ-
isation or system unfairly offending or unjustly frustrat-
ing. Given that anger is often, in the heat of the moment,
directed at someone or something, it can easily hit the
wrong target (think of how common it is to take your
anger out on an inanimate object—it’s not the ironing
board’s fault your partner constantly leaves dirty clothes
on the floor). An angry person can easily find a conve-
nient cause or scapegoat to blame for their predicament.

A number of studies have shown that anger can in-
crease our impulse to condemn and punish others, and
even diminish our own sense of responsibility or need to
act. In their survey of more than 700 American adults,
academics from Cornell University, Hang Lu and
Jonathon P. Schuldt, wanted to test the idea that anger in-
creases our tendency to blame others for social ills. They
found that stimulating anger against fossil fuel industries
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in participants increased their support for government
policies to make these industries more responsible for
their carbon omissions. ‘When some participants were
primed to feel angry, they more strongly endorsed behav-
ioural modification intentions that entailed punishing

others,” such as consumer boycotts.lo

The capacity for anger to increase our desire to blame
and punish was confirmed in another study by Leonie
Huddy and her colleagues from Stony Brook University.
Looking at the impact of anger and anxiety on American
voters’ support for the Irag War, they found that anger
led participants to minimise the risks of a war and in-
creased support for military action (as opposed to anxi-
ety, which heightened perceived risk and reduced sup-

port for war).!!

The blame game is an almost inevitable flow-on effect
of our angry response to unfairness. During Australia’s
2019-20 Black Summer, when fires were still burning
around the country and communities contemplating how
to rebuild, the media was full of finger-pointing. While en-
vironmentalists were blaming politicians and the media,
climate deniers in our media and even some government
figures were blaming environmentalists and arsonists. Or-
dinary citizens pointed the finger in all directions. It was
hard to know what precise consequences would flow
from all this anger and resentment, especially when it
came to politics, given state and federal elections were
some way off. Would public support swing towards more
aggressive climate change policies or the opposite?

While anger can forge activists and progressive social
movements like the environmental movement, it can also
see the election of populist governments, which globally
have been characterised by recalcitrance to act on cli-
mate change, if not outright denial. Indeed, populist
politicians have shown themselves to be expert at fun-
nelling people’s anger against scapegoats (people of
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colour, immigrants and refugees in particular). They are
masters of the blame game. Stoknes argues that the im-
pulse to create this division between the ‘righteous us’
and the ‘evil them’ is widespread in Western culture after
2000 years of Christianity and monotheism. This assump-
tion of moral opposition is mostly destructive, further en-
trenching polarisation and fundamentalism, damaging the
cohesion and cooperation necessary to tackle the prob-

lems we face.1? George Marshall agrees, arguing that the
hero/villain approach gets in the way of emphasising co-

operation, mutual interests and our common humanity.13

More than that, as we saw in the chapter on guilt, at-
tributing blame for climate change is not an easy task.
Certainly there are those who rank higher on the blame
scale than others (with great power comes great respon-
sibility). But many of us in affluent countries have made
our own contribution, either through our own behaviour
or by voting for governments with a shocking disregard
for climate change and its impact on other nations.

And this is where my attitudes about the role of anger
in the climate change discussion become more compli-
cated. Who am I to tell the people of the Torres Strait, or
Fiji, or Bangladesh, or the Philippines to tone down their
anger because it isn’t productive? That it’s getting in the
way of finding common ground and mutual interest?
From where they stand, it’s sink or swim, and it doesn’t
look like my country and its leaders care much about
them at all. At the very least I can let them feel angry
about that.

And while we might like to tell ourselves that people in
the Pacific are happy-go-lucky, when it comes to climate
change, believe me, they are also bloody angry. In a com-
parative study of residents of four island nations—Fiji,
Cyprus, New Zealand and England—American academic
Margaret V. du Bray and her colleagues found that the
residents of Fiji (facing rising seas) and Cyprus (facing
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crippling water shortages) were most likely to express
anger over climate change.

Climatically disadvantaged groups are disproportion-
ately likely to experience emotional distress as a re-
sult of environmental injustice. Of all the groups, the
Fijians—most immediately physically and economi-
cally vulnerable to the effects of climate change, and
most emotionally connected to the specific place in
which they currently live—are the most emotionally

distressed.!4

Think about Lavetanalagi Seru’s poem I quoted in Chap-
ter 4: ‘Loss of land ... / Caused by ... humans / at whose
hands, also lie the cure’. Creating a ‘righteous us’ and an
‘evil them’ can be problematic when you’re trying to
argue for climate change action. But that doesn’t mean
Lavetanalagi’s anger isn’t righteous.

Even writers like George Marshall and Per Espen Stok-
nes recognise that subduing our feelings of anger is hard.
Those feelings do need to be let loose from time to time.
‘Maybe my anger needs to cry without being impatiently
and prematurely pushed and bullied into positive think-

ing, quick fixes and social movements,’” Stoknes writes. 1
Indeed, for those of us already engaged with the climate
issue and for people becoming more interested, shutting
out these feelings of anger, frustration and rage is both
futile and naive. They are now an integral part of the new
emotional regime of the climate age, and we have to find
a way to live with them.

In her work at RMIT in Melbourne, Australia, academic
Blanche Verlie found that during their twelve-week uni
course on climate, students went through a range of emo-
tions. They felt at different points angry, resentful, chal-
lenged, confronted and dismayed. Verlie describes these
emotions as part and parcel of ‘the process of learning to

live-with climate change’.!6 It’s something all of us, ac-
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tivists or not, need to learn how to do quickly, if we're
not already.

In his extraordinary book The Righteous Mind: Why
good people are divided by politics and religion, psycholo-
gist Jonathan Haidt reflects on the benefits of letting go of
anger, particularly anger generated by political parti-
sanism. Haidt was an ardent liberal when he was a young
man studying at Yale, railing against Reaganism and
1980s neoliberalism in his classes and among his friends.
Later on in his career, he left America, travelled through
countries like India, and studied cultural psychology. He
then returned home and felt able to listen to and under-
stand the arguments of conservatives without the kind of
knee-jerk, hostile reactions he had felt as a young man. In-
stead of dismissing conservative arguments out of hand,
he was able to view them with more circumspection ‘as
manifestations of deeply conflicting but equally heartfelt

visions of the good society’.17 He didn’t cease being lib-
eral in his views, but he became more open-hearted in his
reactions to other people’s beliefs, an important distinc-
tion. ‘Once [ was no longer angry, [ was no longer commit-
ted to reaching the conclusion that righteous anger de-

mands: we are right, they are wrong.’18

We saw in a previous chapter how the political polari-
sation of the climate change issue has become en-
trenched over the last few decades as climate change has
become a more serious threat and its manifestations
more obvious. Certainly, breaking down partisan divides,
this us versus them mentality, is important when trying
to convince people that the vast majority of us in every
country in the world will be better off dealing with the cli-
mate threat. But again, that doesn’t mean there isn’t a hi-
erarchy of blame for the causes of climate change. Just
because I use a hairdryer and take flights for work
doesn’t let fossil fuel magnates like the Koch brothers off
the hook.
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As [ said at the start of the chapter, anger gets a bad
rap, and unjustifiably so (and if anger was a person, like
in that Disney movie Inside Out, he would be pretty angry
about that). Like fear, anger about climate can feel justi-
fied, appropriate and even at times cathartic. That’s why
I like to look at anger as a kind of ‘frenemy’. Too much
time spent together isn’t good for you, but ultimately the
connection keeps you on your toes and makes you strive
to do better. Instinctively, I've always thought that con-
structive flashes of anger—personal and collective—are
essential in any drive towards addressing injustice.
Rocket fuel that can help topple governments.

We can, however, be angry and frustrated from time
and time without seeing climate change as a war between
us and them. Marshall argues that instead of looking at
those trying to derail or undermine the climate cause as
enemies, we should see them as ‘obstacles’ (an important

albeit delicate distinction, I admit).19 And, as Anna’s dad
suggested, instead of seeing our efforts to deal with cli-
mate change as a war we should see them a game.

A really, really long game.

The last three chapters have explored the companion
emotions of guilt, fear and anger. I hope I've shown you
that even though these are often characterised as nega-
tive emotions and can have negative effects when it
comes to talking about climate change, they are neces-
sary and even helpful to the climate cause. And while
there are no hard and fast rules when it comes to talking
about climate change—one part anger and three parts
hope, with a sprinkle of guilt, for example—in general,
positive emotions like pride, empathy and compassion
are more effective, especially with people who aren’t al-
ready 100 per cent convinced about the need for action.
We now head down a darker path in the next two chap-
ters, to explore the outer reaches of our emotions on cli-
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mate: denial and despair.
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CHAPTER 7/

DENIAL

Or the need to be innocent

I experience something disarming when people in the
focus groups I conduct for a living deny that climate
change is real, dangerous or being caused by humans. I
want to believe them. It’s something that doesn’t happen
when listening to views | don’t agree with on any other
topic. But when people who don’t believe in climate
change say that the future will be much the same as the
present or that the threat is exaggerated, I feel drawn to-
wards this comforting vision. It’s like a warm bath I want
to soak in to forget the worries of the world.

In the social science studies into climate change and
emotion, denial receives a lot of attention. The allure of
the topic for people like me is no surprise. What’s up
with deniers? What’s wrong with them? Are they stupid?
But also, speaking personally at least, there’s a tiny bit of
envy. Wouldn’t it be nice not to believe in climate
change? And every now and then, after | put down a par-
ticularly upsetting article about climate effects or scenar-
ios about what will happen when we reach 3 degrees Cel-
sius, for a moment I say to myself, ‘Perhaps, maybe, it
won’t be that bad.’

In psychology, denial is when you refuse to acknowl-
edge the significance or consequences of your behav-
iours or refuse to accept the reality of a situation. We
often associate it with people addicted to alcohol or
drugs who continue to maintain they haven’t got a prob-
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lem (even though they’re clearly harming their health,
family and career). But denial is a term unfit for purpose
when it comes to describing the people who argue that
climate change isn’t happening or is benign or is a purely
natural process. That’s because denial has many faces.
And not all kinds of denial are equal.

Climate denial is a term used widely and applied
broadly, almost always as an insult (which is probably
why many powerful individuals who do deny the reality
of climate change prefer to call themselves ‘sceptics’).
The ‘denier’ label hides a number of important distinc-
tions that need to be drawn out. The first one Per Espen
Stoknes points out is the difference between active denial
and passive denial.

Active denial exists when someone energetically en-
gages with the issue, eager to debate, refuse and refute
the existence of climate change with friends, co-workers

and strangers on social media.! Passive denial suggests
the opposite, of course: that when faced with climate
change as a topic, the person responds with indifference,
saying they don’t care or it’s not important. Or they just
shut down. As Stoknes writes, for those people engaged
in passive denial, ‘the issue becomes unspeakable [and
denial] offers itself as a convenient way out of the dis-

comfort’.2

In the focus groups I conduct, I encounter more pas-
sive than active denial. Active deniers, well, you can’t get
them to stop talking. Passive deniers rarely say more
than a few words at a time, rarely unprompted, and seem
particularly interested in eating the sandwiches we pro-
vide as part of the focus group experience.

The next critical distinction is between true denial and
scepticism. As I just mentioned, a lot of climate deniers
prefer to describe themselves as sceptics. It sounds more
reasonable, like you are someone who has really looked
into this climate change business and still has some im-
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portant and legitimate questions left unanswered. But
here’s the thing. A lot of people who describe themselves
as sceptics are not in fact sceptical at all. In order to un-
derstand why, we need to return to a topic from earlier in
the book: the nature of the scientific method.

Part of the scientific method is that any form of knowl-
edge has to be tested and retested to be accepted as sci-
entific truth. And something can be part of the accepted
body of knowledge in science and still be open to ques-
tioning, perhaps not at the level of fundamental princi-
ples but in terms of modification and extension of estab-
lished understanding. In this way, as Stoknes puts it, ‘sci-
ence itself is really systemized skepticism’, the constant
questioning and testing of scientific knowledge con-
ducted under agreed and rigorous conditions within the
academy. Being a sceptic is, in science, a good thing.3

And there have been true climate sceptics who have
questioned and even rejected the idea that humans are
causing the planet to warm quickly with devastating con-
sequences for us all. Many of them in science, politics, in-
dustry, government and in disciplines like meteorology
have now changed their tune given so much of the early
climate change modelling has proven to be accurate.

But the people who argue climate change isn’t happen-
ing or isn’t being caused by humans aren’t engaged in sci-
entific scepticism or even constructive questioning.
They’re engaged in deliberate, even belligerent, cherry-
picking of the information they want to hear. And, as you
will see later in this chapter, it has nothing to do with the
search for scientific truth.

So we have active and passive deniers and true scep-
tics (albeit their numbers are diminishing), and deniers
masquerading as sceptics.

The final and important distinction is between what I
would call professional and amateur deniers. Profes-
sional deniers are in positions of power in societies
around the world—politics, industry, the media, and in-
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fluential and well-resourced think tanks. They make their
living and derive their status from attacking the climate
change science, which can include attacking climate sci-
entists themselves.

Amateur deniers, well, they might vote for the denying
politicians, consume denial media and follow people on
Twitter who promote denying messages, but they don’t
earn a living from climate denial. This is the difference,
say, between Rush Limbaugh and your drunk uncle you
don’t like to sit next to at family gatherings.

Professor Andrew Hoffman from the University of
Michigan makes a similar distinction in terms of the insti-
tutional support for denial in America, which applies just
as well to countries like Australia. He is careful to distin-
guish between the organised ‘climate denier’ movement
and the broader ‘sceptical’ population:

Whereas the organized denier movement is a collec-
tive social movement run by professional advocacy
organizations working to discredit climate change like
the Heartland Institute and conservative think tanks
like the Cato Institute that produce research and
white papers, the ‘skeptical’ label is ascribed to a
population who are doubtful about climate change or

the motivations behind calls for climate action in the
4

broader population.

Why does it matter what kind of denial someone is in
or what kind of denier someone is? Well, it matters be-
cause the more active and professional a denier is, the
more power they have to slow down any attempts to deal
with climate change. And they have proven to be ex-
tremely successful in these attempts.

Given we have a sense of the spectrum of denial out
there, what’s driving it? Fear is a good starting point. The
social science research indicates that climate change de-
nial is a coping mechanism to deal with the fears trig-

121



gered by knowledge about climate change. But that
seems like an inadequate explanation.

As we saw in the chapter on fear, climate activists
often fearfully respond to climate change information and
have to learn to push those fears aside in order to func-
tion. Fear in response to climate change is a universal
and understandable reaction. Something more than just
fear must be at work when we deny climate change. As
Stoknes writes, ‘when we negate, ignore, or otherwise
avoid acknowledging the unsettling facts about climate

change, we find refuge from fear and guilt’.5 This is the
case with passive denial in particular, and we all engage
in this from time to time.

But something else is happening when we engage in
outspoken denial and mockery of climate science—in
other words active denial. Active denial allows us to de-
fend ourselves against those we feel are criticising our
lifestyle, who believe they have the right to tell us how to
live. Here we can see denial not as a lack of information
or intelligence but ‘self-protection’.

This is the most important aspect of denial to grasp
when struggling to understand the phenomenon. People
who deny climate science are not stupid or unable to find
the right information. They are reacting to a message that
threatens their worldview, their values and even their
sense of self. Stoknes describes the roots of denial ele-
gantly, saying we deny climate change because of our in-
tense need to be innocent. ‘Deniers feel a need to defend
their identity and lifestyle against the message that cli-
mate disruption is real, urgent and caused by human fos-

sil fuel use; they feel an inner need to explain it away.’®
As we saw in the chapter on guilt, implicit in the cli-
mate change message, especially for wealthy people in
wealthy countries, is that we are causing and benefiting
from a process that will damage the world and harm bil-
lions of people. We don’t want climate change to be our
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fault (we want to be innocent) and so we deny that it’s
happening or happening to the extent it is or that there is
anything we can do about it.

If we think of it in this way, debating the science in
order to change the mind of a climate denier seems des-
tined to fail, because when you’re trying to convince
them about the facts of climate change you’re actually
just, as Stoknes puts it, ‘crashing against the wall of the

self’.” You're asking them to change their view not just on
climate but on everything that matters to them. You think
you're arguing about the laws of physics and weather
patterns, whereas you’re really debating competing vi-
sions of the past, present and future, and of the nature of
authority and power in our society. And because climate
deniers start with a conclusion and single-mindedly work
backwards (which is something we’re all guilty of at
times), their commitment to coherence in their position
is minimal at best.

In their analysis of the arguments from climate deniers,
researchers led by academic Stephan Lewandowsky from
the University of Bristol found that a rejection of climate
science involves arguments that are piecemeal and dis-

jointed rather than systematic.8 In the world of climate
denialism, statements like ‘the globe is cooling’ can coex-
ist with claims that ‘the observed warming is natural’ and
that ‘human influence does not matter because warming
is good for us’.

If we understand climate denial not as rejection of the
science but as a response to a threat to identity, status
and power, then it makes sense that, as so many studies
around the world have found, certain demographic
trends are discernible in beliefs about climate change. In
other words, certain kinds of people are more likely to
deny climate change than others because their identity is
more threatened by the climate message.

If acceptance of the reality of human-induced climate
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change opens up questions of identity, power and privi-
lege, well, those at the top of the pyramid are predictably
likely to feel more than just a tad resistant to accepting
the reality of climate change. In the United States, re-
search by Aaron McCright and Riley Dunlap has shown
that conservative white males are more likely than other

groups to hold sceptical or denialist positions.9

There is also a growing body of research showing
strong links between climate denialism and anti-femi-
nism. Researchers at Sweden’s Chalmers University of
Technology, which recently launched the world’s first
academic research centre to study climate denialism,
have for years been examining the links between climate
deniers and the anti-feminist far right. In a 2014 paper
looking at the language of climate sceptics, academics
Jonas Anshelm and Martin Hultman found that there
were common themes in anti-feminism and climate de-

nialism.10 Caring about the environment was seen as
weak and womanish. Mastering the environment, accept-
ing the possible risk of climate damage, was associated
with masculine strength.

While there are other common demographic skews in
the characteristics of those who deny climate science—
older rather than younger, men more than women, con-
servative more than progressive, country more than city
—we can’t let these general trends lead us to make too
many generalisations. Or worse, indulge in stereotyping.
One of the more damaging stereotypes about deniers is
that the less educated you are, the more you doubt cli-
mate change.

To be fair, there is some evidence out there to support
this. Many of the surveys I've conducted in Australia on
attitudes to climate as well as research conducted by oth-
ers show that those who reject the climate science are
likely to be less educated than those who are highly con-
cerned about the issue. This education attitude gap on
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climate exists in other countries as well.

But this should not be overstated, because it plays into
our perceptions that belief in climate change is all about
understanding the science (whereas in fact we know it’s
more about worldview than intelligence). Low levels of
formal education are not an impediment to belief about
climate change in places like Fiji or the Philippines. And
indeed, some American research has shown that with the
climate issue becoming more politicised, it is actually ed-
ucated white conservatives who are more likely to deny
or resist climate messages rather than people with lower

levels of education.!!

We know that different kinds of fear drive different
forms of denial, but what else do we know about climate
denial in societies where it thrives? First of all, we know
that people who believe humans are causing the climate
to change and are concerned about that outnumber the
people who don’t.

A 2019 study by market research company YouGov
found that people who deny climate change amount to 10
per cent of the population or less in countries like Mex-
ico, Australia, Germany, China, France and Britain. In-
donesia (18 per cent), Saudi Arabia (16 per cent) and
America (13 per cent) had higher percentages of deniers

in their populations.12 In his 2018 study of deniers in thir-
teen countries, Australian academic Bruce Tranter found
his own country topped the list when it came to climate
denial, at 22 per cent, equal with Norway, followed

closely by the United States, New Zealand and Finland.13
have seen countless studies of attitudes to climate
change in Australia that put the percentage of climate de-
niers anywhere from single digits to 22 per cent.
Regardless of what definition of ‘denial’ you use and
which countries you include in your study, rejection of
the climate science remains at around less than a quarter
of the population. But, as Tranter points out, this could
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still be described as ‘a substantial minority’. Substantial
in that denialism can still translate into political power,
depending on the structure of a nation’s political system.
For example, people who deny climate change can, with a
very small percentage of the popular vote, find them-
selves elected to upper houses in the parliamentary sys-
tem in my home country and go on to block climate legis-
lation or work with conservative parties to wind back en-
vironmental reform. Or they can cluster as a faction in
larger political parties and again slow the pace of reform
on climate.

And more important than the percentage of deniers in
the community is their influence on public perception of
the climate issue. A number of studies around the world
have shown that people tend to overestimate how many
people reject the existence of climate change. For exam-
ple, between 2010 and 2014, Australia’s government re-
search agency, the CSIRO, commissioned a project in-
volving nearly 17,500 Australians. It found that just under
80 per cent of respondents thought climate change was
happening and, on average, 62 per cent of those people

believed human activity accounted for these changes.14
But when it came to predicting the views of their fellow
Australians, the participants overestimated the ranks of
deniers in the community. On average, they predicted
that 23 per cent of Australians were of the opinion that
climate change was not happening, when the actual num-
ber in the survey was 8 per cent.

Not only is there a tendency to overestimate the num-
ber of climate deniers in the community, but we seem to
overestimate the numbers of climate deniers in the scien-
tific community as well. Research in the United States
found a whopping 87 per cent of Americans were un-
aware there is a scientific consensus on climate

change.15 So while we might look at the actual number of
deniers in the community as measured by polling and feel
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some sense of relief, we have to consider the important
amplification effect of professional denialism on our per-
ceptions. It makes us feel like there is more uncertainty—
in both the science and the community—than there actu-
ally is. (It doesn’t help that denialism is aided and abet-
ted by parts of the media that keep putting deniers on
platforms with climate scientists, supposedly in the inter-
ests of balance.)

Indeed, if deniers have a rhetorical superpower, it’s
their ability to exploit human discomfort with uncer-
tainty. Again, this leads us back to the challenges the sci-
entific method poses for lay people looking to under-
stand climate change. As British academic Mike Hulme
points out,

uncertainty pervades scientific predictions about the
future performance of global and regional climates ...
Some uncertainty originates from an incomplete un-
derstanding of how the physical climate system
works ... Other sources of uncertainty emerge from
the innate unpredictability of large, complex and
chaotic systems such as the global atmosphere and
ocean ... A third category of uncertainty originates as
a consequence of humans being part of the future
being predicted ... The best that can be done is to
work with a range of broad-scale scenarios, and range

of possible futures.1®

Professional deniers take this scientific uncertainty and
sow the seeds of doubt in people. The scientists are un-
certain, they say. The science is still being debated.
There is no community agreement. We need more time.
No need to act right now.

Given everything we know about denialism and deniers—
that they’re more powerful than their numbers in the
community and that arguing with them is like trying to
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shove an octopus into a string bag—what, then, do we
do? Is it even worth arguing with a denier?

Many researchers and thinkers who have delved into
the minds of deniers say don’t bother. Stoknes argues,
‘it’s no use trying to win the argument against those that

have made up their minds to the contralry’.17 Marshall
shows how professional and skilled denialists (think
Marc Morano in the United States or Lord Christopher
Monckton from the United Kingdom) aren’t interested in
debating climate change through an exchange of ideas
but see it more like a ‘debating slam’, the verbal equiva-

lent of cage fighting.!8 [ myself feel torn about the issue. I
know I can’t change the mind of a climate denier, but
given the impact the professional deniers have on the
views of others, I don’t like the idea of ignoring them ei-
ther.

A friend and colleague of mine who has valiantly—and
very publicly—tried to change the mind of a climate
sceptic is Anna Rose, one of Australia’s best known cli-
mate activists. In 2006, at the age of 23, she co-founded
the Australian Youth Climate Coalition, a movement of
more than 70,000 young people. She has worked for, writ-
ten about and fought tirelessly for the cause of climate
change since her teens. She grew up in one of Australia’s
famous coal ports, Newcastle, and her family has run
wheat farms in the north-western regions of New South
Wales for generations.

Her schoolyard activism around climate change was
sparked by a combination of the school curriculum and
her first-hand experience of drought on her family farm.
Softly spoken and almost shy when you meet her in per-
son, once she takes the stage she is a passionate and per-
suasive climate communicator. She is also a climate nerd,
across the latest climate science as well as all the policy
implications of acting on climate change. Exactly the kind
of person you’d choose to debate a climate sceptic on
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television.

And in 2011 that’s exactly what happened. Anna was
chosen by the ABC, Australia’s national broadcaster, to
feature in a documentary called I Can Change Your Mind
About Climate Change. The one-hour show involved Anna
travelling around the world with a TV crew, accompanied
by a recently retired conservative politician, Nick
Minchin. Talk about the odd couple. For many decades
Minchin had been a federal senator, government minister
and powerful leader of the conservative party’s ‘dry’ or
right-wing faction. He was an outspoken ‘sceptic’ about
climate science and, when he was in government, deter-
mined to argue at every turn against effective policy on
climate change.

The premise of the documentary was that Nick and
Anna would each pick a group of experts and visit them
together, in the hope that these experts would be able to
convince the other of the truth (or not) of human-caused
climate change. The documentary makers themselves
would also throw some apparently ‘neutral’ and surprise
guests into the mix. The world tour would take them from
the top of a Hawaiian volcano, to the streets of Washing-
ton, DC and London, the suburbs of Perth and the erod-
ing cliffs on the eastern coastline of Britain.

Anna thought long and hard about getting involved in
the documentary. Other environmentalists had been
sounded out and refused. They cautioned her against in-
volvement. ‘They thought I was naive to think I could
“win” the argument; that the whole idea of the show
played into the denialists’ strategy of framing the science

as disputed when it actually wasn’t.’!Y But she decided to
go ahead. ‘This was a chance to reach a large number of
people—directly in their living rooms—who the climate
movement have struggled to communicate with for
years.’

Anna approached her part in this roadshow with char-
acteristic hard work and good faith. She spent every
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available hour on planes and in hotel rooms inhaling as
much of the science as she could. She picked her experts
with some clear criteria in mind, namely respected scien-
tists and experts rather than argumentative, left-wing ac-
tivists. For example, she chose Admiral David Titley,
chief oceanographer of the US Navy working out of the
Pentagon, a former climate sceptic who now accepts the
science and leads the navy’s task force on climate
change. ‘On any other matter, Nick would take his views

extremely seriously,” she wrote.20

And she also picked conservative British politician and
Brexiteer Zac Goldsmith, who makes a compelling case
for serious action on climate as a huge economic oppor-
tunity rather than merely an excuse for big government. ‘I
chose my spokespeople because they could reach out to
Nick and have a chance of actually changing his mind,’
Anna explained. ‘They’re moderate and polite. If any-
thing, they understate the seriousness of climate change

in order not to scare off conservatives like Nick.’?!

Nick Minchin took a different approach. He chose ‘ex-
perts’ like Joanne Codling, who had authored booklets
entitled The Skeptics Handbook and Global Bullies Want
Your Money, and her partner David Evans. Neither has
any formal qualifications in climate science. The contro-
versial climate denier Marc Morano, who has stated cli-
mate scientists should be ‘publicly flogged’ and that cli-
mate change is a communist hustle. Professor Richard
Lindzen, who continues to argue that clouds will sup-
press global warming (and that the science behind the
dangers of second-hand cigarette smoke is bogus). And
the late Christopher Booker, a journalist who disputed
evolution and believed white asbestos is safe.

Between visits to these people, Nick gave Anna right-
wing magazines like Quadrant to read, with articles argu-
ing that environmentalists hate human beings and are
communists who want to restrict freedom and punish
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people for the way they live their lives. He also included
Bjorn Lomborg, who has shifted during his career from
being an ardent climate denier to a ‘lukewarmer’ (some-
one who admits global warming is happening but slowly)
to someone who says he agrees with the science but ar-
gues against measures like a carbon tax.

Minchin also suggested they visit the Geneva head-
quarters of CERN, the European Organization for Nuclear
Research, to hear about early research on the role that
cosmic rays from outer space might play in global warm-
ing. (But even the lead researcher rejected the way his
project was being interpreted by climate sceptics as evi-
dence that something other than CO9 might be causing
climate change, dismissing it as an extreme point of
view.)22

Minchin might describe himself as a sceptic, but his
choice of experts was straight from the guidebook for sci-
ence denial. In their influential work on the characteris-
tics of science denial, Mark and Chris Hoofnagle argue
that popular tactics of denialists include conspiracy theo-
ries (‘climate change is a hustle’), fake experts (individu-
als purporting to be experts but whose views are wildly
inconsistent with established knowledge) and cherry-
picking (selectively drawing on isolated studies and not

looking at the broader body of research on a topic).23

In choosing her diplomatic experts with PhDs in sci-
ence, Anna was actually attempting to change Nick’s
mind on the basis of the evidence. Nick’s aim was mostly
to find charismatic contrarians who would further sow
the seeds of doubt in the public’s mind. He didn’t seem at
all fussed about whether Anna listened to them or not.

Anna and Nick’s long conversations on their road trip
revealed the real driver behind the former minister’s cli-
mate scepticism, which reflects all the social science re-
search outlined in this chapter. Nick is a clever man who
understands what the climate scientists are telling him.
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But it’s the idea that humans have to radically change
their behaviour in response to that science that’s the real
obstacle. ‘Perhaps he accepts science that doesn’t chal-
lenge his world view but rejects science that does,’” pon-

ders Anna about halfway through her joumey.24
Minchin’s commitment to minimising government regula-
tion and maximising the power of the free market is non-
negotiable. Therefore the science, however well sup-
ported by data and advocated by reasonable and other-
wise trusted messengers, becomes doubtful to him.

Her book describing the process of making the docu-
mentary makes clear that it was a gruelling process for
Anna, more so than for her counterpart. ‘Doing this work
is a battle,” she reflects. ‘But I don’t feel cut out to be a
soldier. I am too soft; I get hurt easily; I take things per-

sonally.’25 After I read all of her book and watched the
documentary a second time, I texted Anna. Looking back
after some years have passed, was it worth it? And how
should we answer when people ask if they should argue
with a climate sceptic? She responded immediately.

‘Was it worth it? Yes. Should you argue with a climate
denier? Only if you know there is an audience watching
you can persuade.’

Of all the emotions that climate change can provoke in
people, I wonder if denial is the most understandable.
We're all climate change deniers to some degree. We
have to be, to live our lives. Accepting the climate change
science means living a kind of dual life, one in which you
plan for a safe and stable future (invest in your retire-
ment fund, meet your mortgage repayments, purchase fu-
neral insurance) at the same time as you accept the evi-
dence that it may not be. George Marshall writes, ‘I have
learned to keep worry to one side: knowing that the

threat is real, yet actively choosing not to feel it.”26
Recognising that we all indulge in denial does not let
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deniers, especially professional and powerful ones, off
the hook. We fear climate change, and some of us are in-
creasingly prepared to change in order to cushion its im-
pact on our world. Climate deniers—well, they fear a
world transformed by action on climate change more
than climate change itself. Understandable? Yes. Defensi-
ble? No.
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CHAPTER 8

DESPAIR

Or the support group at the end of
the world

How many IPCC reports does it take to make a climate
scientist cry? I guess about three or four. Or maybe,
today, even fewer. One might be enough for them to
burst into tears. Over the last few years, more and more
climate scientists around the world have been ‘coming
out’ about their climate-related depression, anxiety and
anger. Some speak of uncontrollable sobbing or rage, not
being able to get out of bed, abandoning research pro-
jects, deciding against having children or just walking
around with the kind of ‘existential whiplash’ you get
when you have a deep knowledge of what’s happening
but everyone else is carrying on as if it’s business as
usual.

Nobel Prize-winning professor Camille Parmesan, in a
2012 report for the US National Wildlife Federation,
stated, ‘I don’t know of a single scientist that’s not having

an emotional reaction to what is being lost.”! Google ‘cli-
mate scientist’ and ‘depression’ and you’ll find a stream
of stories from people with PhDs and PTSD, what’s
known as ‘pre-traumatic stress disorder’, the mental an-
guish caused by preparing for the worst before it actually

happens.2
For someone like me, who isn’t a climate scientist, this
kind of despair, while not as acute, is familiar. In prepara-
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tion for writing this book, I've had to get across the sci-
ence as much as possible, and I've read every climate-re-
lated story I've seen or been sent by friends and col-
leagues. And it’s had a significant effect on my psyche.
After having absorbed the science, well, there’s no going
back.

David Wallace-Wells refers to this as ‘toxic knowledge’.
Once you know about it, you can’t unknow it, and your

every thought is tainted by it.3 I would be lying to you if |
said [ haven’t experienced profound moments of despair
and wild thoughts, including everything from thinking
about moving houses or countries, to quitting my job,
cutting off all my hair, learning to fire a gun and just lying
down on the couch and not getting up. (And, of course,
not finishing this book.)

All the writers and thinkers I am drawn to on this topic
acknowledge that unhinged despair, if only fleetingly or
in episodes, is an inevitable consequence of a thorough
understanding of climate change, its causes and effects.
The climate message is not just unsettling, it almost feels
disarranging—not dissimilar to life during the COVID-19
pandemic. The idea that we’re losing a common, liveable
world, knowingly and deliberately through our own ac-
tions, is enough to drive some of us crazy. ‘It’s hard not
to wonder what effect the news we hear every day about
the state of the planet has on our mental state,” writes
French philosopher Bruno Latour. ‘How can we not feel
inwardly undone by the anxiety of not knowing how to re-
spond?4

The area of climate change and mental health is big
and getting bigger, with growing interest from govern-
ments, NGOs, public health professionals and re-
searchers. Climate-related mental health problems take a
variety of forms. Mental anguish and trauma caused by
climate-related weather events or climate-related con-
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flicts for the people who have lost their loved ones,
homes and livelihoods. Depression and anxiety for farm-
ing communities caught in drought supercharged by cli-
mate change, not to mention those dealing with issues of
food security and water scarcity.

Then there’s the emerging research looking at whether
temperature rises will cause more mental health issues,
in particular aggression. For example, LA-based re-
searchers conducted an individual-level longitudinal
study of young people aged nine to eighteen and found
that aggressive behaviours increased with rising average

temperatures.5 These associations were slightly stronger
among girls and those from poorer families. (But, inter-
estingly, the more green space a neighbourhood had, the
less aggression was associated with temperature rises.)
Other researchers have come to similar findings with
adult populations.

Nick Obradovich from the Max Planck Institute for
Human Development has conducted research showing
that intense swings in temperature, a steady warming
trend and the uptick in extreme weather events can
cause small but cumulatively significant impacts on

human mood and behaviour.® He researched how bad
weather worsened the sentiments in people’s social
media posts (get ready for a more poisonous Twitter feed
with a 2 degree Celsius temperature increase). He also
found that if you increase the heat, even a little, in a com-
plex system of human interactions, you will see the ef-
fects everywhere. These ‘micro-scale climate effects’ will
undoubtedly impact our daily lives and wellbeing, with
the potential to erode relationships and social cohesion.
The role of climate change in creating, exacerbating
and growing mental health problems is well recognised
by those in the public health and psychology profes-
sions. This has led various organisations representing
mental health workers to speak out about climate
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change. The American Psychological Association has
stated that the ‘cumulative and interacting psychosocial

effects of climate change ... are likely to be profound’.7
Equivalent associations around the world have made sim-
ilar statements. To address this new and rising need, they
have developed reports and resources aimed at helping
people manage their mental health in the climate age.
And more and more psychologist groups, networks, al-
liances and specialist practices have sprung up to deal
specifically with climate-related mental illness.

The potential for climate change to, as Latour puts it,

‘make us feel inwardly undone’® has led to a long list of
new terms to describe the state of mind shaped directly
by knowledge of climate change: ‘climate depression’,
‘environmental grief’ or, the most popular, ‘eco-anxiety’.
In their work on the psychological impacts of global cli-
mate change, UK-based psychologists Thomas J. Doherty
and Susan Clayton describe the symptoms of ‘eco-anxi-
ety’ as including panic attacks, loss of appetite, irritabil-

ity, weakness and sleeplessness.” They comment that
these are similar symptoms to those suffered by people
living close to hazardous waste sites. They go on to state
that it can be difficult to differentiate between normal
and ‘pathological’ anxiety about climate impacts.

A disabling worry about the health risks of an unsafe
environment has, in the past, been seen by the mental
health profession as obsessive behaviour, out of propor-
tion to the reality of the threat. But as Doherty and Clay-
ton rightfully point out, when it comes to climate change,
can we really say the worry is irrational rather than ratio-
nal? ‘Given the evidence and predictions about health im-
pacts of climate change and the unprecedented scale of
those impacts, what constitutes an appropriate level of

worry remains in question.’! The fear you have isn’t a
figment of your imagination, it’s there in black and white
in the latest IPCC report. This also leads us to question
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whether conventional psychology and psychiatry are
well enough equipped to help people struggling with the
myriad of climate-related mental health issues.

The despair of climate scientists is slowly and surely
being shared by more people. There are signs of climate
despair all around if you choose to look for them. Some
of them are dramatic, like the lawyer turned environmen-
talist David Buckel, who in 2018 doused himself in gaso-
line and set himself alight in a park in New York. He wrote
in his suicide note: ‘Most humans on the planet now
breathe air made unhealthy by fossil fuels, and many die
early deaths as a result. [M]y early death by fossil fuel re-

flects what we are doing to ourselves.’l1

Then there is the BirthStriker movement, people who
have publicly declared they won’t have children ‘due to
the severity of the ecological crisis and the current inac-
tion of governing forces in the face of this existential

threat’.12 Look further down the rabbit hole of the inter-
net and you’ll find plenty of climate fatalism or eco-ni-

hilism.!3 And plenty of what are called ‘doomer’ groups,
from the far left of the political spectrum, who make Ex-
tinction Rebellion look like a collection of old-school Dis-
ney princesses (think Snow White rather than Mulan).
They believe none of us will survive.

We can easily regard these stories as overreaction
from overemotional or already disturbed people. Or just
a new manifestation of age-old millenarianism in our
midst. But the impact of climate change on the mental
health of children and young people is less easy to dis-
miss. When researchers ask young people which are the
biggest issues facing their generation, mental health often
rates at the top of the top five (along with climate

change).14 In countries like Australia, the United King-
dom and the United States, there’s an anxiety epidemic

among young people.15 Government bodies in affluent
countries across the globe report increases in anxiety
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disorders in children as young as five, as well as an in-

crease among young adults.16

There are theories that this rise in anxiety and growing
understanding of climate change are linked; they may
well be. What we do know is that researchers looking at
the psychological effects of climate change on children
have found both direct and flow-on effects from climate
knowledge that place children at risk of mental health is-
sues. The children in one Melbourne-based study showed
high levels of concern about the climate, the mental
health consequences of which could include ‘PTSD, de-
pression, anxiety, phobias, sleep disorders, attachment
disorders, and substance abuse [which] can lead to prob-
lems with emotion regulation, cognition, learning behav-
ior, language development, and academic perfor-

mance’.}” Our children seem to be inheriting a laundry
list of mental health problems to go with a deteriorating
planet.

More than simply making children anxious about the
future or increasing adolescent depression, climate
change is fundamentally altering young people’s sense of
‘self, identity and existence’, according to academic
Blanche Verlie from RMIT. (Her research is with Aus-
tralian university students learning about climate change
and involves those already engaged and concerned.) She
has found that these students feel caught between knowl-
edge about climate change and the pressure to ignore it
and strive for individual success within a society driven
by fossil fuel consumption. Extrapolating this research to
the striking schoolchildren, she writes:

climate change challenges the beliefs that ... if you
work hard, you will have a bright future [and] adults
generally have children’s best interests at heart and
can or will act in accordance with that ... Striking stu-
dents ... are deeply anguished about what a business-
as-usual future might hold for them and others.
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[Their] signs proclaim ‘no graduation on a dead
planet’ ... This is not hyperbole but a genuine engage-
ment with what climate change means for their lives,

as well as their deaths.!8

Verlie writes that because of this, young people may be
the most susceptible to the negative effects of despair.
When seen in this light, Greta Thunberg’s statement at
the United Nations that ‘you have stolen our future’
seems pretty reasonable.

Of all the emotions I've explored in this book, despair is
undoubtedly viewed as the most unequivocally negative,
both in terms of public perception and clinical opinion.
Despair is the emotion or feeling of hopelessness that a
situation is both profoundly wrong and will not change
for the better. Despair is considered one of the most de-
structive of human emotions, associated not just with en-
trenched depression but with suicide.

One of the issues at the heart of despair is control, or
lack of it. We despair because we experience low levels of
agency or control, either actual or perceived. We're in a
horrible situation and we’re unable to act in any way to
make it better. Children and adolescents experience
lower levels of control over their individual and collec-
tive actions than adults, which can make them particu-
larly vulnerable to experiencing despair.

We despair when the problem we face feels unrelent-
ingly overwhelming: being in an abusive relationship, liv-
ing in a refugee camp, dealing with a serious illness, living
through a viral pandemic or some other situation where
the exit strategy seems non-existent or beyond our capa-
bilities. But climate change is a problem even the most
optimistic of us finds oppressive in its magnitude. The
enormity of it takes your breath away.

[ suffer a bit from vertigo. | hate those elevators made
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of glass where you can see the view of a city as you shoot
up to the higher floors of a building. If 'm sitting high up
in a stadium, I find myself slumping in my seat and focus-
ing hard on the ground. Thinking deeply about climate
change, | experience a profound sense of emotional ver-
tigo. I can’t take it all in at once. I feel compelled to look
away, to focus on a smaller part of it to cope, to search
for something, anything, positive to head off despair and
panic raising their ugly heads. As David Wallace-Wells ob-
serves, it’s incredibly hard for us to pull the whole pic-
ture of climate change into focus, to look the science

squarely in the face.l?

The lack of control people in despair feel is amplified a
thousand times when it comes to climate change. How do
we control an invisible, odourless gas that is being gener-
ated by our lifestyles? How do we influence the way peo-
ple in other countries like India and China and America
and Saudi Arabia live their lives? And, more than this,
how do we encourage the countless venal politicians and
greedy corporations to make decisions based not on
short-term profits and self-interest but on the long-term
interests of ‘ordinary people’? How in control can you
feel if you live in a country without a democratically
elected government or where the election process is cor-
rupt, surrounded by voter intimidation and violence?
Even in Australia, where more than 90 per cent of people
vote in fair and free elections, their trust in their vote
being important and influential has sharply declined in

the last decade.20 In a safe, wealthy and democratic coun-
try, we still despair.

Another aspect of climate despair sets it apart from
your everyday garden-variety despair. Namely, it makes
us lose our faith not necessarily in ourselves but in our
fellow human beings. In fact, countless research projects
have found that the more pessimistic you are about hu-
manity, the less optimistic you are about finding ways to
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deal with climate change (and, of course, vice versa).

Climate action requires a Herculean feat of social coop-
eration at the local, national and international level. Even
watching the unprecedented global response to COVID-
19, such coordinated collaboration seems incredibly
daunting for messy, inconsistent, arrogant and reckless
human beings. And so climate despair can make people
turn away from collective action and other people.

In an insightful piece of journalism on climate doomer
groups around the world, ABC journalist James Purtill
writes that the members of these groups can be distin-
guished from activists in groups like Extinction Rebellion
by their tendency to turn away from society and possible
action on climate change.

Unlike rebellion ... which looks outward, aiming to
overthrow the established order in order to effect a
better world, doomerism looks inward. Doomers
speak a lot about their inner journey from despair and
anger to acceptance. This makes sense; in the ab-
sence of political change, personal development is all
that’s left ... They were planning to retire in the future
and instead they decided to retire now ... And many
of them pretty much stopped voting and participating

in politics.21

The enormity of the issue, the lack of control and the
feelings of alienation from other human beings that cli-
mate change despair can elicit in us lead some to con-
clude that it is an impossible problem. And many
thinkers and writers looking at climate change within any
discipline—economics, politics, diplomacy, philosophy
and psychology—point out that it’s a problem that
strongly resists, even defies, human capabilities to solve
it.

Professor Daniel Kahneman, author of the bestselling
and highly influential Thinking, Fast and Slow, told George
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Marshall that he could see no path to success on climate
change. You could almost say Kahneman is in despair.
His theorised human brain, which combines short-term
and long-term thinking, intuitive mental shortcuts and
more complex decision-making, cannot solve climate
change because of the way it responds to the threat of
loss (more on loss later in the book). ‘No amount of psy-
chological awareness will overcome people’s reluctance

to lower their standard of living,” he told Marshall.22
But in response Marshall thoroughly questions this
idea that climate change is an impossible problem:

We are lucky that climate change is occurring now ...
when we have the combination of technology, wealth,
education, and international cooperation that might
be able to respond to it ... What is more, the coun-
tries causing the climate change will also be impacted
by it [so] one positive result is the increased likeli-

hood of action by these countries.?3

In other words, if we can tap into the self-interest and
fear of loss in affluent countries (two driving forces for
human action that Kahneman writes about extensively),
we might have a chance. Fundamentally, describing cli-
mate change as an impossible problem is itself a prob-
lem.

My other beef with the idea that climate change is an
impossible problem is that it ignores important prece-
dents, times when communities faced the prospect of
being wiped out and yet still worked together for sur-
vival. Look at the endurance of Indigenous communities
around the world, including in Australia, which have
maintained their continuous cultures despite the brutal-
ity of colonisation. And at the global response to the
COVID-19 pandemic, still unfolding as this book went to
press. It makes me wonder if those framing climate
change as an impossible problem are only doing so be-
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cause they haven’t managed to solve it.

Miranda Massie, the CEO of the Climate Museum, told
me that while she understands personal moments of dis-
tress and despair, giving up is ethically unacceptable. ‘It’s
a position almost exclusively taken in the United States
by extremely privileged literary white men,’” she said to
me. She is of course thinking of the explosive September
2019 New Yorker article by writer Jonathan Franzen,
which argued we have no chance of averting catastrophic
climate change, and we should just admit this. In ‘What if
we stopped pretending?’ he posits that those progres-
sives fighting for environmental action are the ones in de-
nial, that the so-called war on climate change is un-
winnable. He argues that in order to prepare for the
evitable, we need to admit defeat. ‘False hopes are more
dangerous than fears,” as Tolkien once wrote. While it
would be unfair to characterise Franzen as an unalloyed
doomer, his piece was still roundly criticised by climate
scientists as inaccurate and unhelpful.

Again, this makes me wonder whether climate deniers
and doomers don’t have a few things in common—
namely, an expectation of certainty and comfort; and an
aversion to, maybe even contempt for, people involved in
collective action trying hard, working against the odds, to
change things. You can make a jump from denial to de-
spair very quickly if you think this way. And don’t be sur-
prised if we don’t see this increasingly as the years go on,
with prominent deniers finally accepting the science but
then saying, ‘Well, it’s too late now.’

Beyond this unique manifestation of white privilege in
the despairing tone of some climate writing, the problem
with the ‘giving up’ argument is that it rests on some un-
helpful ways of looking at the world. The first is that this
kind of despair, this doomerism, rests on the idea of cer-
tainty. In some respects, this is much like the kind of cli-
mate denial that insists climate change isn’t happening
and the future will be much like the present. Granted, de-
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spair about climate change rests on an understanding of
the science, but it willingly ignores the fact that the fu-
ture is not locked in.

US philosopher Terry Patten writes that the notion of
inevitable doom at the heart of climate despair can often
function as a self-fulfilling prophecy. ‘The future is emer-
gent,” he writes in an article for the magazine Dumbo

Feather. ‘That means we are creating it every day.’? De-
spair of this kind also relies on a narrow either/or way of
looking at future. The world will either stay the same or
become a living hell for everyone. We need to, as environ-
mental psychologist Raymond De Young writes, break
away from ‘current folk mythologies of growth or apoca-

lypse’ and instead think about possible ‘futures’, plural.25
Yes, all of these will be impacted detrimentally by climate
change, but not all of these futures are the hellscapes of
doomers’ online projections.

You probably now expect every chapter in this book to
try to demonstrate that even the most supposedly ‘nega-
tive’ emotional response to climate change has an up-
side, a benefit, however small. You’d be right. And de-
spair is no exception. It’s important to imagine the end of
the world because it makes you reflect on the world we
have and what you want to do to preserve what matters
to you most.

David Wallace-Wells justifies the extreme portraits in
his book The Uninhabitable Earth on the basis that it
makes sense to prepare for the worst. He argues that in
dismissing the worst-case scenario, we become compla-

cent (better to be over-prepared).26 Furthermore, theolo-
gist Hannah Malcolm writes that in countless religious
traditions, descriptions of the end of the world have two
clear functions for believers: to make room for repen-
tance before it’s too late, and to offer the chance, how-
ever slim, for renewal, a pathway towards a better
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world.27

In light of this, it’s worth considering a less nihilistic
and potentially constructive version of despair than the
one offered by hardcore doomers. It’s called Deep Adap-
tation. It started when in mid-2018 Professor Jem Bendell
from the University of Cumbria in the United Kingdom
wrote an occasional paper entitled ‘Deep Adaptation: a

map for navigating climate tragedy’.28 Bendell is a well-re-
spected academic in the area of sustainability, and more
than anything the article feels like a repudiation of his
own discipline. He is scathing of the way sustainability
studies have tried to focus on positive solutions to cli-
mate change in the form of mitigation strategies and
golden opportunities provided by technological innova-
tion. He argues that much of the bright-siding and high-
lighting positive information about progress when it
comes to climate change is close to useless. ‘Discussing
progress in the health and safety policies of the White
Star Line with the captain of the Titanic as it sank into the
icy waters of the North Atlantic would not be a sensible
use of time,” he comments dryly.

Instead of seeking balance or worrying about triggering
possible despair in his audience, Bendell starts his argu-
ment from the premise that the end of the world is, in
fact, nigh. He is explicit upfront that the aim of the article
is to provide readers with an opportunity to reassess
their lives in the face of what he calls ‘an inevitable near-
term social collapse due to climate change’. He goes
through some of the climate science to justify this judge-
ment of inevitability, but takes the worst-case outcome
for granted and then asks the reader, what next?

It is difficult to predict future impacts. But it is more
difficult not to predict them ... We do not know what
the future will be. But we can see trends. We do not
know if the power of human ingenuity will help suffi-
ciently to change the environmental trajectory we are
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on ... We might pray for time. But the evidence before
us suggests that we are set for disruptive and uncon-
trollable levels of climate change, bringing starvation,
destruction, migration, disease and war ... But when |
say starvation, destruction, migration, disease and
war, | mean in your own life. With the power down,
soon you wouldn’t have water coming out of your tap.
You will depend on your neighbours for food and
some warmth. You will become malnourished. You

won’t know whether to stay or go. You will fear being
h.29

violently killed before starving to deat

Bendell makes a compelling case that contrary to popu-
lar wisdom, despair can actually be helpful. ‘The loss of a
capability, a loved one or a way of life, or the receipt of a
terminal diagnosis have all been reported, or personally
experienced, as a trigger for a new way of perceiving self
and world, with hopelessness and despair being a neces-
sary step in the process.” He points to the fact that invit-
ing people to get together and consider collapse has
forged new and creative support environments, with peo-
ple helping each other to imagine a different kind of col-
lapsed world together.

Finally, he offers up what he calls the ‘Deep Adaptation
Agenda’, which is less a plan about how to survive cli-
mate chaos by drinking your own urine and more a series
of questions we need to ask ourselves as we prepare for
what’s coming. ‘What are the valued norms and behav-
iours that human societies will wish to maintain as they
seek to survive? What do we need to let go of in order to
not make matters worse? What can we bring back to help

us with the coming difficulties and tragedies‘?’30 The
kinds of strategies he is talking about here are extreme to
imagine for the kinds of entitled, affluent societies people
like me live in: a complete overhaul of our lifestyles, the
geography of our cities, and how we work and play, travel
and eat.
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For a 35-page academic article with lots of fancy jargon,
it has reached well beyond the ivory tower and been
downloaded hundreds of thousands of times. What’s
more, Deep Adaptation groups have popped up around
the globe and Bendell’s work has been embraced by
some in the Extinction Rebellion movement. In environ-
mental circles, his work has provoked enthusiastic dis-
cussions and disagreement.

[ am yet to be convinced that descriptions of ‘in-
evitable near-term social collapse’ are a great starting
point for conversation with the kinds of people I have in
my focus groups, people who need to be engaged and
convinced. But as I said, imagining the worst, even if only
every now and then, can inspire us to do more and reflect
on what kind of life we want to lead in an emerging cli-
mate-affected world. We do need to ask ourselves the
question Bendell poses: Supposing it’s too late, what
then? But we also need to ask ourselves the question:
Supposing it’s not too late, then what?

While I don’t believe near-term social collapse is in-
evitable, | do know for sure that greater and more com-
plex mental health problems associated with climate
change will emerge around the world. Already there are
more and more climate anxiety support groups and cli-
mate grief workshops to be found both online and in per-
son. While they take different forms, all are driven by a
desire to stay engaged with other people in the commu-
nity while grappling with feelings of frustration and hope-
lessness. There’s even a version of the Alcoholics Anony-
mous step program for climate grief run by the Good
Grief Network based in Arizona, the aim of which is to
build personal resilience and strengthen community ties
to combat despair and eco-anxiety.

Finding emotional resilience through community is
what compelled Cassia Read to start her own climate

148



support group. | first met Cassia in the courtyard of
Castlemaine Gaol, no longer a place for outlaws but for
arts festivals and community events in regional Victoria,
Australia. She was sitting on a blanket surrounded by
string, paint and squares of cloth cut from second-hand
sheets, with her sister and children by her side. She was
inviting people to draw or paint on the squares, to visu-
alise their response to climate change, their hopes and
fears about the earth. These squares would then be
strung up around the town and in other places as Climate
Flags.

The project was inspired by the Tibetan practice of
prayer flags, colourful cloth banners hung across temples
and other buildings, used to bless the surrounding coun-
tryside. Before I met Cassia | had seen the flags hanging
around the town and in shop windows. She invited me to
create a flag of my own. I drew a heart in different colours
and added some words about wanting to protect my kids
by doing something about climate change. Chatting as I
drew, we found out we had some mutual friends in town.
I was interested in both the Climate Flags project and the
group that creates them as a form of collective therapy to
address climate despair.

Cassia grew up in a family of nature lovers and artists.
She studied ecology at university and went on to work at
the Royal Botanic Gardens in Melbourne creating
Fungimap, a big citizen-science mapping project for un-
derstanding fungi in Australia. She then did a PhD in the
Mallee and the Wimmera, very remote landscapes in her
home state of Victoria, looking at the moss and lichens
carpeting the ground in those areas and their critical role
in the ecosystem.

But her interest in climate change pre-dates her stud-
ies.

I think it started back as a teenager. My brother’s nine
years older and was involved in environmental cam-
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paigns and the Greens Party. He talked to me about
climate change way back in 1987. I used to lie in bed
awake stressing about the future and the environ-
ment. The environment has always been my solace
and refuge in times of hardship, and this sense of im-
pending doom in the environment was even more
challenging for me, because there is no refuge or re-
treat.

Cassia is one of those scientists who approaches cli-
mate change with an intimate knowledge of how nature
works. She describes herself as non-confrontational and
‘not an activist’. ‘What I'm good at is quieter, more reflec-
tive science-y stuff, gently teaching people about nature.’

And yet a range of personal, professional and political
events increased her level of worry and determination to
do something public and loud with her increasing eco-
anxiety. She had children. She watched as Australia’s po-
litical leaders twisted and turned and failed to come to
grips with climate change policy (Australia is the only
country that has ever introduced a tax on carbon and
then repealed it). And she authored a report for Parks
Victoria on the impact of climate change on national
parks, which predicted some terrible damage being done
to their ecosystems.

My stress levels started going up and up. I spent a lot
of nights worrying about the future and feeling really
helpless. | wanted to come out of the paralysis but I
wasn’t sure how. [ spoke a lot with my sister who was
similarly stressed about it, and over the years we kind
of brainstormed. ‘What can we do? Write letters? Take
to the streets?’ It was hard to know what to do.

The idea for Climate Flags grew out of this desire—hers
and her sister’'s—to combat their feelings of helpless-
ness. They imagined letters to politicians would be ig-
nored, so instead they thought about prayers written on
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fabric (more permanent) and hung up for all to see (more
public). Once they had the concept, the next step was
gathering people around, not only to create the flags, but
to have difficult but necessary conversations about cli-
mate change.

I guess I was just really looking for a way to engage
the people around me. Wake them up gently without
traumatising them ... How can we create a bridge for
the people around me, my dear friends who don’t
want to talk about climate change, who don’t want to
engage but they love nature and they’ve got children?

Cassia started hosting regular kitchen-table conversa-
tions with people, mostly parents, in her community,
people who weren’t already engaged in climate activism
but ‘loved gathering and doing something creative’. ‘It
was quite powerful in our community,” she told me.
‘There were moments where we were sitting around and
sewing and there were some really painful, raw, real con-
versations about climate change. People spoke about
how they were feeling and wondered what they could do,
and other people would give them ideas.’

Since Climate Flags launched in early 2019, thousands
of flags have been created and events held in and around
Castlemaine and Melbourne. Making the flags in public
places like markets and festivals sparks a lot of difficult
and emotional conversations, Cassia finds. ‘You almost
feel like you need to be a climate counsellor to do this.
People just want to tell you about the grief or anxiety or
hopelessness. | feel like there’s not the psychology to
deal with this unprecedented situation.’

I ask her what kind of flags different people create, and
she tells me there’s an amazing range, from the impor-
tance of tiny houses and green energy to wanting to pro-
tect children and grandchildren from a dire future.

A lot of people just want to express a love of the earth
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and don’t want to do anything really depressing or
angry because they’re aware it’s going up in the com-
munity. They want it to be uplifting. No one’s written
‘We are fucked’. Only teenagers. But they say that
quite happily, with the cheeriest smiles on their faces.

The most meaningful moments with the project, for
Cassia, have been when large groups of people have
come together to create the flags, like at their launch,
which attracted 100 people from the area. ‘Everybody
who came just felt it was really profound to sit with a lot
of people in a space where we were all acknowledging the
gravity of the situation.’

While her kitchen-table group hasn’t read and dis-
cussed Jem Bendell’s paper—too confronting for the Cli-
mate Flag crew, she tells me—she agrees that despair can
be a necessary and helpful emotion to feel, if only for
short periods of time. ‘There’s no way around that feel-
ing,” she reflects. ‘You can’t just jump to taking action
without going through that grief and anxiety.’

Starting Climate Flags with her sister has allowed Cas-
sia to manage her personal response to the climate crisis.
‘The good news for me out of this whole experience is my
anxiety levels have gone down. Rather than lying in bed
at night thinking about rainfall in twenty years, I think,
“I'm going to have this conversation with someone” or
“We’re going to make flags” or “What else could we do?” |
feel like I can be part of the solution.’

In a fascinating study of schools, teachers and students
in North Carolina, researchers found that the more indi-
viduals despaired about the climate, the less likely they
were to engage with pro-environmental activity. But they
also found something interesting about the interaction
between hope and despair—there was little relationship
or interaction between the two. Students who were envi-
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ronmentally active could feel hopeful but also express
feelings of despair as well as high levels of concern. ‘Di-
rectly acknowledging and addressing feelings of despair
may be an important part of avoiding ... inaction among

adolescents,’ they concluded.!

As Cassia Read points out, despair about the climate is
not something you can bypass or resist. Like anger or
fear, it’s a place you find yourself returning to from time
to time, although it’s not somewhere you want to set up
house. Professor Tim Flannery put it to me bluntly in
these terms: ‘Despair is the lazy man’s option.” (He'’s
much more interested in rebellion.) And if the behaviour
of doomers is any guide, despair leads to inaction, which
in turn narrows the range of possible futures we can
hope to create.

Feeling despair every day? Here’s how to get
help ...

| can’t provide expert advice because I'm not a mental
health professional, but in the process of writing this
book I've come across numerous resources and organi-
sations that can help if you’re finding yourself over-
whelmed with despair on a regular basis in a way that’s
negatively impacting your life and the life of those
around you.

Some of those resources are listed at the end of this
book, while the book’s Conclusion gives you a few prin-
ciples I've developed for managing my own mental
health and energy in order to continue working on cli-
Mate-related issues.

One useful tool when thinking about managing all the
disruptive and difficult emotions climate change can
trigger is the ‘window of tolerance’. First named by
American psychiatrist Dan Siegel, it involves creating
your own personal boundaries—or ‘zone’—where you're
able to function most effectively, so that you can
process information without too much mental anguish.
It helps you to avoid extremes, neither shutting out all
information that’'s distressing nor going the other way,
and prevents you endlessly consuming upsetting infor-
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mation and then falling into despair.

Interestingly, even though they don’t use this term,
many of the activists | interviewed for this book talked
about monitoring and controlling the amount of upset-
ting information they consume in order to continue to
work on climate change. That might be not engaging
with social media, or only reading some, not all of the
new climate science.

Consider the following options as well:

* Find friends who share not only your concerns but
also your commitment to hope and action; catch up
with them regularly for something energetic and
serotonin-generating, like a long walk.

+ Seek out mental health advice from a professional
who is connected to or sympathetic with the various
ecopsychology and climate grief networks.

* Find ways to talk about this with the people around

you, even if they don’t completely share your views,
and tell them how you’re feeling.
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Window of Tolerance

Hyper-arousal
feeling anxious, overwhelmed,
‘I‘ unable to cope

Optimal Zone
How can we stay here?

i |
Hypo-arousal 1
feeling detached,

disconnected, apathetic

First named by Dan Siegel, the window of tolerance is a
concept that shows how you can operate in a ‘comfort
zone’ and avoid hyperarousal or hypo-arousal, both of
which can make you shut off or shut down.
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CHAPTER 9

HOPE

Or how to get out of bed in the
mMmorning

When I think about hope, I think about Chido Govera. I
first met Chido in the green room of the Sydney Opera
House, where we were both speaking at an event run by
the global organisation MAD. Through its workshops,
conferences and events featuring people in the restau-
rant industry, farmers, thinkers, writers and activists,
MAD aims to create a ‘better, healthier, more sustainable,

more delicious world for cooks and eaters alike’.!

Food issues related to climate change are regularly dis-
cussed at MAD events like the one I was part of in Syd-
ney. The organisation was founded by world-renowned
Danish chef René Redzepi, who has managed to pull into
the MAD tent other gurus of the restaurant world, includ-
ing Massimo Bottura and David Chang. And indeed, on
that day in Sydney, all of those chef superstars were pac-
ing the room, along with famous Australian chefs, like
Neil Perry and Kylie Kwong. | was somewhat bemused to
be there and felt like a sustainably farmed salmon out of
water. I'm not a chef, restaurant critic or professional
foodie. I was only there on the invitation of the head of
Talks & Ideas at the Opera House, who suggested to the
MAD organisers it might be good to include a perspective
on how ‘ordinary’ Australians feel about food (one of my
research areas of interest).
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Of all the speakers I knew would be at the MAD event,
Chido was the one I wanted to meet the most. Her CV
read like an against-the-odds movie script. Born in 1986
in Zimbabwe, she was orphaned at the age of seven when
her mother died of AIDS. She never knew her father. After
her mother’s death, she lived with and cared for her 100-
year-old grandmother and her younger brother. She en-
dured physical and sexual abuse at the hands of family
members and had to leave school at the age of nine to
work full time, digging in people’s fields all day to get
food for her family.

When Chido was ten, her cousin (the daughter of one
of her mother’s sisters) suggested marriage to a man 30
years her senior, but Chido resisted. (Approximately one
in three girls in Zimbabwe are married before they turn
eighteen.) In 1998, at the age of eleven, with the help of a
woman from a local church, she enrolled in a week-long
program at Africa University, financed through environ-
mental entrepreneur Gunter Pauli’s Zero Emissions Re-
search and Initiatives (ZERI) Foundation. There she
learned how to grow oyster mushrooms using cornstalk
waste (just an aside, mushrooms are an important cli-
mate-era crop given they can be grown indoors). After
working in the university’s lab between the ages of twelve
and sixteen, she was not only able to feed her family, but
to teach other orphans to grow mushrooms successfully.

Since then, through the organisation she founded, the
Future of Hope, Chido has taught mushroom culture to
people from her native Zimbabwe, as well as communi-
ties in other parts of Africa, and in India, China and parts
of Europe. She has pioneered new techniques, such as
growing mushrooms from coffee grounds, even training a
group of hipsters in San Francisco. She now lives on a
farm, once an orphanage, in a suburb north of Harare,
where she tends an extensive garden, looks after the or-
phans she inherited with the farm, runs her foundation
and grows mushrooms to sell at markets around the city.
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During a lull in green room conversation, I crept up to
Chido to introduce myself. ‘What are you going to talk
about?’ I asked her. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘I will lis-
ten to what other people say before me and I will decide.’
I looked around at the seasoned media performers and
TV chefs in the room as they paced around nervously
with notes, anxious about addressing the sellout crowd.
When Chido got up, luminous in a short-sleeved white
and silver dress with her dreadlocks pinned away from
her face, she spoke without notes and captivated the
hushed audience. The theme of the day was ‘tomorrow’s
meal’, and she addressed the topic with warmth and wis-
dom.

‘Tomorrow’s meal’, she said, has to be a key to unlock
the potential of all people, a product of real collabora-
tion, something that creates opportunities for women
and girls who have been denied food, freedom and educa-
tion. ‘A driver of social and economic change ... A peace-
maker that unifies us all.’” After her talk, as we gathered
for a meal in one of the Opera House’s fancier restau-
rants, [ approached her again to tell her how impressed |
was by her work. ‘What can I do to help?’ I asked. ‘I'd like
to come back to Australia and bring with me some of the
girls I work with,” she replied. Thanks to the support of
MAD, her Australian tour happened a year later, and
Chido and I have been friends ever since.

[ spoke to Chido just after Christmas 2019, me swelter-
ing in my study, her rugged up in a friend’s lounge room
in snowy Belgium. She was taking some much needed
rest after a hectic year of work and family responsibili-
ties. We talked about the impact of increased warming
and weather events in her country. Zimbabwe might be
landlocked, but climate change is a pressing concern,
with droughts affecting rural and urban water supplies
and food security. More frequent and more severe cy-
clones and floods are damaging property and infrastruc-
ture. The situation is made worse by the other problems
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Zimbabwe faces. It might be rich in minerals and natural
assets, but a corrupt government, with waves of civil un-
rest, means there is widespread poverty and deprivation
as well as sky-high inflation and significant public health
issues like HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis. Communities don’t
bounce back after extreme weather events as they do in
countries like Australia.

I asked Chido if she had noticed the signs of climate
change in her own work as a farmer. ‘Absolutely,” she
said. ‘There are more droughts and changes in the rains.
You can read it in the way the crops grow. I used to say it
has changed since I was a little girl but actually we have
all noticed the changes in the last seven years.” As she
travels around Zimbabwe and other parts of Africa, the
communities she works with tell her they too see the
signs of deterioration. ‘Talking to them about the science
isn’t necessary,” Chido explains. ‘They see the changes
and so what you have to do is teach them the skills that
will help them adapt, which includes growing and eating
different foods.’

Chido believes adaptation is possible, even in poor
communities like the ones she works in. For example, a
staple food in Zimbabwe is sadza, a maize-meal porridge,
sometimes served with vegetables and (if you're lucky)
meat. Sadza is usually made with corn (hence the surplus
of cornstalk waste for growing mushrooms), but as Chido
tells me, once upon a time it was made with other grains
that are hardier in the face of climate change. Along with
cultivating mushrooms from waste to add essential nutri-
ents to people’s diets, Chido is trying to encourage com-
munities to return to more traditional foods. ‘If you ex-
plain the value to people they will actually change, they
see we haven’'t always done things this way. We're
preparing them for a future where we know things will be
harder.’

Chido and the women and girls she trains are part of
that massive global contingent of small-scale farmers
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Katharine Wilkinson spoke about in her TED talk (see
Chapter 3), whose practices have the potential to reduce
carbon emissions. Educating her girls and teaching them
to farm go hand in hand for Chido. We have spoken too
about the importance of including education about repro-
ductive health in the work she does with communities.

In her interviews around the world, Chido is often
asked, ‘What does hope mean to you?’ It was an irre-
sistible question for me to pose too, given her back-
ground, given the extraordinary obstacles she has faced
and overcome. Once upon a time, she looked like a girl
without a future. How did she remain hopeful and not de-
spair?

[ felt angry at my mother that she died. I know it
sounds crazy but I did. So when she died | was deter-
mined that I wouldn’t let my brother down, that I
would find a way to feed and educate him so he
wouldn’t have to go through what I went through.

She was strong and self-assured enough to know mar-
riage wasn’t that chance for a better life, either for her or
her family. When she was invited to learn how to culti-
vate mushrooms, she saw in that the pathway to achieve
her goal and in turn became inspired to teach other or-
phans like her the same skills. Despite all the challenges
associated with farming, running the foundation and
being a foster mother, not to mention living in Zimbabwe,
Chido continues to derive hope from watching what can
be achieved when communities are given tools to help
themselves.

Hope is the commitment to acting on and trusting
one’s belief of a future different and better than the
past or present. It is believing that change is possible
while being fully aware of whatever adversities one
might be confronted with today and yet being so fo-
cused on investing all the effort necessary for a better
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and brighter future. In my work, giving hope is really
just asking people what kind of future they would like
to live in, giving them a say about that, then giving
them the skills and tools to make that future.

Over the years I've noticed Chido is a fan of the inspira-
tional quote. She posts them a lot on her Facebook page.
‘Accept yourself, love yourself and keep moving forward.’
‘Forgiveness is the merciful grace of compassion in ac-
tion.” I tell her if she was anyone else I'd block these
cheesy sayings but she gets away with it. They’re mixed
up with updates on the achievements of her girls and
women of colour around the world, as well as news about
Zimbabwe I don’t get to hear about through my local
news. But if [ had to create my own inspirational quote
meme to post online, it would be a line from Nathaniel
Rich’s book, Losing Earth: ‘False hopes are worse than no

hope at all.’2 If we pin our hopes for a liveable future on
some miraculous invention that will mean we can keep on
living as we do and still stay under 2 degrees Celsius of
warming, well, we're just dreaming ...

There are as many different kinds of hope as there are
grains to make sadza, and some are better suited to the
climate age than others. Hope is always positioned as a
positive emotion, the antidote to fear and despair. Hope
is an expectation, a longing, a desire, a dream, even a
daydream. Whether those hopes are based in reality or
not is another question. Hope can never be a completely
positive emotion, even if the act of hoping for something
has positive benefits. The nature of hope is premised on
the recognition, even faint, of the possibility of a negative
outcome. In others words, hope is ‘fearing the worst but
yearning for the better’.3

Psychologists argue that we human beings are hard-
wired for hope by our ‘optimism bias’. This bias leads us
to believe that we’re less likely to suffer misfortune and
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more likely to achieve success than reality would sug-
gest. This phenomenon was initially described in 1980 by
Neil Weinstein, a social scientist at Rutgers University in
New Jersey. His study found that the majority of college
students believed their chances of developing a drinking
problem or getting divorced in the future were lower
than those of their peers. This majority also believed that
their chances of positive outcomes, like owning their own
home and living into old age, were much higher than

those of their peers.4

When thinking of the future, regardless of what the
data shows, we overestimate the good and underestimate
the bad. Many people think they won’t catch a deadly
virus, for example, even when it’s extremely contagious.
Of course, we wouldn’t get married, have kids or start
businesses in the first place without this optimism bias.
Some of us would struggle to get out of bed in the morn-
ing if we calculated the odds of having a bad day. But you
can easily see how this optimism bias manifests itself in
thinking about climate change in various, not very help-
ful, ways.

For example, numerous studies have shown that while
participants might agree climate change is real, is caused
by humans and will result in sea level rises and extreme
weather events, they're not as convinced that they per-
sonally will be affected by any of these things. Studies by
Tony Leiserowitz and others have found that individuals
generally consider climate change ‘less serious’ and ‘less
dangerous’ to themselves than to others. Climate change

is something that happens to other people.5

Further research has found that when individuals are
reading information about climate change, such as an
IPCC report, that uses the language of probability and un-
certainty of outcome, they often misinterpret the in-

tended messages in an overly optimistic manner.% In
other words, at any hint of uncertainty they put a ‘best-
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case scenario’ spin on it. So the less definitive the conclu-
sions, the more wriggle room there is for people to infer a
shiny, happy outcome, even if that is unreasonable. That
kind of optimism can reduce people’s motivation to act
because they underplay the seriousness of the situation.
But expressing results with this kind of uncertainty is vir-
tually obligatory in any serious scientific publication.

No wonder ‘optimism bias’ is also referred to as ‘the il-
lusion of invulnerability’. It’s one of the reasons we can
agree that climate change is a serious threat but don’t
change anything about our own lives. Climate change is
often written and talked about in terms of what seem to
be tiny changes, like a 1 degree Celsius temperature rise
or 45 centimetre (18 inch) sea level rise. To the lay per-
son these seem like bearable shifts in the environment,
easy to adapt to. What hasn’t been communicated well is
that tiny changes can lead to big, cumulative effects.

The capacity for our optimism bias to breed wishful
thinking on climate change is prodigious. The most insidi-
ous and alluring climate change wishful thinking involves
the idea that technological innovation will solve our
problems. That Elon Musk and Richard Branson will get
together and develop a CO»-sucking machine that we can

attach to every car, plane, house and building and con-
tinue to live as we have over the last 50 years without
worrying about a warming earth. (They might call it the
Greta 2020.)

There are, in truth, some promising inventions out
there that might help us in our urgent need to adapt to
and mitigate climate change impacts. The whole area of
geoengineering is exciting to read about, with everything
from pumps for cooling coral reefs to carbon-capture
concrete. But very few of the serious thinkers on climate
change believe these or any inventions of the near future
are going to ‘solve’ climate change for us.

The problem too is that the ‘tech will save us’ mindset
has the capacity to make us more complacent about the
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main pathway to change: moving swiftly away from fossil
fuels and ensuring widespread changes to human behav-
iour, especially in affluent countries. As George Marshall
writes, ‘turning up the optimism about technology has a
capacity to turn down the volume of threat. It’s only a
few more notches on the dial before one is deep into out-

right denial.’’

Marshall’'s statement is supported by psychological
studies. Victoria Campbell-Arvai and her colleagues from
the University of Michigan conducted a survey of nearly
1000 American adults on their attitudes to carbon dioxide

removal strategies, or CDRs.® They found that learning
about these strategies reduced the perceived threat of
climate change and indirectly reduced support for mitiga-
tion policies. This was particularly true for political con-
servatives; indeed, surveys have shown that conserva-
tives are more likely than other groups to believe that
technology, rather than government policy or behaviour
change, is the solution to climate change. The re-
searchers concluded that we should be careful when we
promote technology as a fix for climate change, as it may
undermine support for climate change action, particu-
larly among the disengaged.

The good news is that despite our general obsession
with technology, we generally don’t see it as the climate
silver bullet in this context. The 2015 Pew study found
that a global median of 67 per cent say that in order to re-
duce the effects of climate change, people will have to
make major changes in their lives. Just 22 per cent be-
lieve technology can solve this problem without requir-

ing major behaviour changes.9

We can conclude from all this that there are downsides
to hope if it encourages us to be overly optimistic and
therefore less likely to act.

What does psychological research tell us about the in-
fluence of hope on believing in and acting on climate
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change? Not surprisingly, the results, again, are mixed.
American academics P. Sol Hart and Lauren Feldman
studied the impact of climate change news imagery and
text on intentions to conserve energy and engage in polit-
ical behaviour related to climate change. They found that
hope was an important aspect of any effective messages,
and that it went on to strengthen intentions for political

participation.lo But in another study published in the
same year, Cornell researcher Hang Lu found that, in a di-
rect comparison, sadness was more effective than hope
in getting people to seek information about climate

change and support certain pro-environmental policies.!!

The difference in these findings regarding the capacity
of hope to make us act could be driven by all manner of
things. Lu was getting participants to respond with either
hope or sadness in relation to a sea star wasting disease
event in the North American Pacific region. Sol Hart and
Lauren Feldman were showing participants images of
solar panels and asking them their thoughts about green
energy. What different participants were being asked to
do—vote, sign a petition, seek out information, change
behaviour around the home—in response to hope or sad-
ness or anything else was also different. And herein lies
the problem with hope: it can function as what psycholo-
gists term an ‘unspecific action tendency’. Hope can be
‘vearning for a positive outcome’ but not much more

than that.!?

The thinkers, researchers and writers I admire tend to
define hope in what you might call ‘negative’ ways. Defi-
ant hope. Stubborn hope. Stoknes calls this ‘active scepti-
cism’ or ‘grounded hope’. ‘Our situation is desperate and
at the same time hopeful,” he writes, trying to capture the

sentiment.!3 Writer Rebecca Solnit calls it ‘hope in the
dark’—Iless like hope and more akin to grit, determination

and resolve.l* In her interview in the magazine Dumbo
Feather, academic Susanne Moser advocates thinking
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about hope as a form of ‘functional denial’:

There are many different flavours of hope. One is
sometimes called grounded hope, active hope, or au-
thentic hope. That’s where you are not at all con-
vinced that there is a positive outcome at the end of
your labours ... But you do know you cannot live with
yourself if you do not do everything towards a posi-
tive outcome. And then there’s radical hope [where]
you don’t know at all whether the outcome is positive
or negative ... Between grounded hope and radical
hope, that’s what we’re going to need for climate

change}5

The best kind of hope for the climate change era means
accepting the stark reality of what climate change has
done and will do to our planet. It requires a certain com-
fort with uncertain outcomes. It requires a bloody-
minded attitude to moving forward regardless. And, more
than anything, it requires a belief in the power of the col-
lective, or groups working together, to get things done.
The research on hope shows that collective or group
action is critical to developing the kind of grounded hope
or sceptical activism writers like Moser and Stoknes ad-
vocate. Jochen Kleres and Asa Wettergren found that the
young Swedish and Danish climate activists in their study
generated active hope through working with others.
‘Trust in “one’s own” collective action seems to be the
essence of the hope that activists talk about,” they wrote.
This was in contrast to the hope that ‘others will fix the
problem’, which activists identified as one of the big bar-

riers to getting other people to act on climate (:hange.16
The importance of the collective as a vehicle for gener-
ating hope goes beyond activist circles. Jumping back to
comments in a previous chapter about evolutionary psy-
chology, we have evolved over millennia as herd animals.
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Groups that were able to work together survived and
thrived. Many of us in Western, affluent countries, with
our focus on personal autonomy and individual rights,
are prone to forget the powerful influence of the group.
We dismiss it as peer pressure. Instead, as George Mar-
shall writes, social conformity is not ‘some preference or
choice’:

It is a strong behavioural instinct that is built into our
core psychology ... It originated as a defence mecha-
nism during our evolutionary development, when our
survival depended entirely on the protection and se-
curity of our social group ... There are, therefore, real
and serious risks involved with holding views that are

out of step with your social group.17

Given so many of our other evolutionary traits work
against any action on climate change (short-termism and
risk vividness, for example), it’s not surprising that re-
searchers have been keen to test the capacity of social
conformity to encourage belief and action on the climate
threat. And there have indeed been some promising re-
sults in this area. Researchers from Yale University have
shown that perceived social consensus can reduce ideo-
logical biases on climate change. They looked at nine na-
tionally representative surveys of Americans (amounting
to more than 16,000 respondents) and found that ideolog-
ical differences in climate change beliefs, attitudes and
policy preferences are smaller when people’s close
friends and family members care about climate change.
Being surrounded by people who care about climate
change is more influential on our views than, say, the atti-

tudes of people who vote the same way we do.18

What our tribe or the larger herd is actually doing can
also be influential, not only on our views but our actions.
In the 2001-02 California energy crisis, the government
was effective in getting consumers to change their energy
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use, not just by appealing to their hip pocket, but also to
their sense of civic pride. The ‘Flex your power’ campaign
framed its messages—Together we can do this’, ‘Help us
all get through the power emergency’—to connect the ac-
tions of people ‘just like them’ to the powerful effect of

people acting together.19

A now famous study by Norwegian researchers showed
that hotel guests were more likely to re-use their towel
for environmental reasons if they were told the vast ma-
jority of other guests were doing so. The ‘combined nor-
mative’ appeal (this is what other people are doing) was
far more effective than a straightforward demand (do it),
a descriptive approach (re-using towels helps the envi-
ronment) or the standard hotel message (we would like it

if you re-used towels to help the envilronment).20

More recently, messaging as the 2020 COVID-19 pan-
demic unfolded ignited an unprecedented change in be-
haviour around the world, with millions of people upend-
ing their daily routines, businesses rethinking entire sys-
tems, and the global scientific community dropping pre-
viously held norms of competition and privacy to pool in-
formation and resources. As Harvard Medical School pro-
fessor Dr Ryan Carroll told The New York Times, ‘The
ability to work collaboratively, setting aside your per-
sonal progress, is occurring right now because it’s a mat-

ter of survival.’?!

So there is hope in the persuasive power of the human
herd to influence both thought and deed. Working in
groups, teams, communities of like-minded people, that’s
where we find rechargeable, renewable batteries for on-
going power generating hope and optimism. This is why
it matters not just what we think about climate change,
but what other people think. And why it matters, in terms
of sustaining behaviour that helps the environment, that
we see other people doing what we’re doing and feel as if
our actions are a small part of a larger picture. Otherwise
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anything we do in an attempt to make a difference can
just seem futile.

Ironically, writing this chapter about hope has not made
me more hopeful about climate change. It has helped me
work out what kinds of hope are helpful and what kinds
of hope are, in truth, denial in disguise. There are the lu-
dicrous hopes, for example, that climate change isn’t
happening or will in fact be beneficial (we can grow
champagne grapes in southern England! People will enjoy
balmy summer vacations in Scotland!). There are the
false hopes that the gurus of technology will develop new
inventions at any moment to maintain the status quo
without us having to do much more than install solar
panels on our rooftops (thankfully, the Pew survey shows
that the only countries that believe this to any degree are

Saudi Arabia and Japan).22

Instead, writing about hope has helped me zero in on
the kind of determined, resolute mindset I'm going to
need to face the immediate future, a hope that is in fact
sceptical activism. And that kind of hope can’t be a vague
dream for the future that requires no personal sacrifice
or action. It has to be a deliberate choice. All the people |
interviewed for this book say the same thing differently
about hope, namely that you choose hope even in the
face of the evidence because it’s the right thing to do,
both morally and practically. Anna Rose put it to me this
way: ‘I realised almost at the beginning of my career as an
activist that hope is a strategic decision. No one will join
a movement that doesn’t have hope.” Hope is an ethical
imperative. Action generates hope. And hope attracts
others to your cause, which might, just might, start to
shift the odds in our favour—and the planet’s favour as
well.
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CHAPTER 10

LOSS

Or bury me in a carbon sink

After the wildfires that swept across Australia, starting as
early as September 2019 and reaching their peak in De-
cember 2019 and January 2020, the country took some
time to calculate the loss. The media reported astound-
ing figures in terms of destruction of property, in the hun-
dreds of millions of dollars. Then there was the loss of in-
come and livelihood for those still trying to do business
in firec<damaged areas. The damage to infrastructure,
which would require significant taxpayer dollars to re-
pair. The numbers of animals killed and wounded—im-
possible to calculate, but possibly over a billion—with
iconic animals like the koala and the platypus now endan-
gered or seriously threatened. Finally, there is no dollar
amount we can attach to the loss of 33 human lives. But
the gravity and breadth of the catastrophe meant some-
thing else had been lost, something Australians have
grown to cherish as a national birthright: a relaxing sum-
mertime.

Summer in Australia is when we celebrate Christmas
and New Year, along with our national holiday, and when
we take a long school holiday or work break. Some of us
go away to beach and bush houses a few hours’ drive
from our homes. It’s a time for family and friends, swim-
ming in salt water and ignoring our emails and smart-
phones. It’s rarely a time for politics and serious busi-
ness.
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We’d had bushfires over summers in the past, of
course, and opened our wallets to assist those affected,
but the scale of those ‘typical’ summer fires had rarely
been enough to stop a nation from pouring themselves a
beer and tuning in to the cricket. That being said, in the
last few years I've noticed a mood of anxiousness and
concern creep into conversations about our summer in
the focus groups I've conducted. Australia is experienc-
ing hotter summers, so much so we keep breaking official
records for the hottest summer year after year. The pub-
lic has noticed. In my 2019 essay Australia Fair, Listening
to the Nation, I wrote:

Australians are slowly getting it. Our way of life is
changing. It isn’t just that you can’t let the kids run
through the sprinklers in the backyard anymore, or
that there are fewer bugs on the windscreen after a
night-time drive. The Australian summer—tradition-
ally a time of best-selling novels and drinks, family
and friends—is being transformed into a time of ten-
sion and worry. There is anxiety about unprece-
dented weather events threatening houses and food
chains, record temperatures taxing the health of older
Australians, family pets and young children and sky-
high electricity bills putting pressure on household

budgets.1

[ didn’t predict the kind of wide-scale disaster that hap-
pened in 2019-20, but if I had been paying more attention,
[ would have realised that it was coming. Respected econ-
omist Professor Ross Garnaut wrote in 2008, in his gov-
ernment-commissioned Climate Change Review, that with-
out adequate action, the nation would face a more fre-

quent and intense fire season by 2020.2
In the midst of so much tangible loss, we’ve lost some-
thing intangible but equally precious.
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The notion of loss comes up time and again in the litera-
ture on climate change. In terms of emotion, loss is a step
beyond sadness towards grief, anguish and pain caused
by losing someone or something of high value. But at a
more basic level, loss can refer to having to (or being
forced to) give something up, a process psychologists
have been particularly interested in for some time.
Probably the most important concept when it comes to
loss in psychology is ‘prospect theory’. Developed by
Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, it relates to the no-
tion of loss aversion, namely that humans are more sensi-
tive to losses than to gains. The two authors explained in
their 1979 article on the topic that people underestimate
outcomes that are probable in comparison with those
that are certain, a tendency that drives risk aversion in

our choices.> Put simply, we're highly sensitive to losses
in the present, which feel more certain, than losses in the
future, which feel less certain. Furthermore, when it
comes to gains, we prefer to make a choice with a lower
expected outcome but a higher degree of certainty. We're
prepared to settle for less if we have a firm belief that
we’ll gain something. A future, albeit bigger, pay day is
less attractive in comparison.

When I think about prospect theory I think about that
iconic (but unrelated) marshmallow experiment done at
Stanford University in the early 1970s. Children were
given the choice of one marshmallow now or two marsh-
mallows if they were prepared to wait fifteen minutes.
The temptation to go immediately for the one marshmal-

low was overwhelming.4

Psychologists interested in how humans respond to cli-
mate change have found prospect theory to be an ex-
tremely useful concept. In particular, it helps us make
sense of why there’s such a gap between belief and be-
haviour in response to climate change. We can agree cli-
mate change poses a future threat to our wellbeing and
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way of life. We can agree that the main way to cushion
such a threat is to change the way we live and engage in
various forms of ‘sacrifice’. And yet on the whole we have
been slow to do this.

Taking on board prospect theory, it makes sense that,
as Marshall comments, ‘people will be strongly disposed
to avoid short-term falls in their living standards and to
take their chances on the uncertain but potentially far

higher costs that might come in the longer term’.”> As we
saw in the previous chapter, our optimism bias encour-
ages us to put the best possible spin on the future. We're
reluctant to do anything dramatic or pay anything signifi-
cant now because even though we believe climate change
will get worse in the future, we don’t think it will affect us
as badly as it will other people. Our brains make this
high-stakes gamble seem like a safe bet.

It’s not just that we feel this loss aversion at the per-
sonal level. At the level of big organisations and whole
sectors of the economy, loss aversion is ever-present.
There’s no doubt that while a dramatic move away from
fossil fuels will create new economic opportunities and
jobs, there will be inevitable ‘creative disruption’, with
many industries and companies detrimentally affected,
some in the short term, some forever. The people leading
those companies and industries might acknowledge, pub-
licly and/or privately, the climate science, and commis-
sion reports from their corporate responsibility divisions
on the topic. But they’re often reluctant to make dramatic
changes to their business practices in the short term.

Owners, executives and shareholders tend to regard
the future in terms of quarterly profit and loss, and end-
of-financial-year statements. That’s not to say there
hasn’t been progress in the area of businesses acting on
climate change and business leaders around the world
speaking out. But the day-to-day, immediate agenda of so
many in the corporate world is still driven by the pursuit
of short-term profit and a conservative approach when
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rethinking business models in light of future climate ef-
fects.

And it’s not just on the capital side that there’s resis-
tance to change. In a country like Australia, where the
union movement still has significant power in one of our
two major parties, the left-of-centre Australian Labor
Party, the notion of job losses caused by such a climate-
driven economic restructure is not a welcome one. The
resistance from unions representing mining jobs has
been significant. As a friend of mine in the union move-
ment put it to me, ‘The union would rather have their
members working in mining for the next ten years and
stay in the union rather than leave the industry and the
union and be employed for the rest of their lives.’

We cling to the status quo even though we know objec-
tively that it will cause great harm, some of it avoidable,
in the long run. Given this loss aversion and sensitivity to
risk, it’s not surprising that one of the few sectors that
was first to highlight the risks of delaying action on cli-
mate change was the insurance industry. Its entire busi-
ness model is based on what may or may not happen in
the future, calculating risks based on data and projec-
tions over a human being’s life span. Insurance compa-
nies around the world continue to warn governments, fi-
nancial institutions and investors that failure to reduce
emissions could result in a world that is ‘pretty much

uninsurable’.

In thinking about loss as a barrier to action on climate
change, we can cycle back to comments in previous
chapters on issues such as political polarisation and the
mindset of active and professional deniers. Namely, that
climate change messages can feel like an attack on con-
servative values. For a conservative, to accept climate
change as serious and caused by humans means a possi-
ble rethink or loss of their political identity. And rethink-
ing your identity as a vocal climate denier can mean more
than a loss of face. It could mean you lose friends, com-
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munity, status, the opportunity to argue with family mem-
bers at the dinner table, and (if you're a journalist for Fox
News) your job.

As a result of her experience trying to convince an ar-
dent climate denier of the veracity of the science (see
Chapter 7), Australian climate activist Anna Rose learned
how important it is to ‘acknowledge the loss that accept-
ing climate science brings with it for those who hold a
strong free-market ideology and are opposed to corpo-
rate regulation’.7

[ would point out that there are plenty of heartfelt and
genuine examples of well-known climate sceptics chang-
ing their minds and admitting their mistakes. There is a
growing list of high-profile politicians, academics, meteo-
rologists and journalists, all on the record as deniers or
strong sceptics, who now accept the science and the
need for urgent action (frustratingly, though, many of the
politicians have done so only affer leaving positions of
power).8

If leading Republican consultant Frank Luntz (who fa-
mously advised his boss George W. Bush to switch the
language from ‘global warming’ to ‘climate change’ so it
would appear more natural and benign to voters) can
publicly change his mind, other deniers can muster the
gumption to do so as well. Then again, prospect theory
tells us that loss of face today can be more upsetting than
the loss of the earth in the future.

Finally, loss is ever-present in the language used to
frame climate change for the public. Many climate com-
munications experts argue that this relentless negativity,
in and of itself, is a barrier to engagement for many peo-
ple. Stoknes is critical of the way climate change is over-
whelmingly framed in terms of loss.

We’ve been told we’ll lose beautiful forests, butter-
flies, birds and streams, and even human dwellings,
coral reefs, polar bears, snow and ice. Worse, the cli-
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mate solutions have also been framed as losses to us.
We're going to lose the possibility to travel where we
want, eat meat, or shop freely. Environmental econo-
mists, too, have been prone to use the cost frame in
many ways. The polluter should pay the true cost. A

global tax should be put on emissions, raising the
9

consumer costs.
Talking about losses without also talking about gains
means much of the ‘good logic of the underlying econom-

ics’ gets swallowed up.lo We can’t see that we gain much
more than we lose by acting on climate change.

This is where events like the Australian bushfires of
2019-20 (or, for that matter, the COVID-19 pandemic)
have the capacity to become, as Tony Leiserowitz calls
them, ‘teachable moments’. Calculating the costs of wild-
fires has one possible benefit. It makes the people who
acknowledge some connection between climate change
and extreme weather realise, really understand, there is a
cost to inaction. It might encourage them to be more
open to the idea of spending more taxpayer money on cli-
mate change adaptation and mitigation. It might push
policymakers and lawmakers to be more confident in
their arguments that this spending is necessary for public
safety and economic security.

It allows us to recognise how difficult it is for human
beings to cope with loss, how we prefer short-term cer-
tainties to what seem like long-term risks, how we want
to avoid certain losses today rather than make sacrifices
to avoid larger losses in the future. We can acknowledge
that changing your mind on climate change can involve a
loss of identity. I agree with Stoknes that in talking about
climate change we have to find a way to discuss gains as
much as losses. But as previous chapters on fear and de-
spair have shown, turning a blind eye to the notion of
loss doesn’t work.

Coming to grips with climate change means under-
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standing significant losses are inevitable. In fact, some
are already happening today; just in my country, big
parts of the Great Barrier Reef and the Torres Strait are
suffering loss, but across the globe significant changes
have been observed in Alaska and the Maldives, iconic
cities like Venice and Rio de Janeiro, and regions like the
European Alps and California’s Napa Valley. As Australian
researcher Susie Wang and her colleagues write, ‘to care
about climate change is paradoxically not about climate
change itself, but about the things that it will harm or

take away from us’.11 In all the research I've done on peo-
ple who care about climate change, part of their engage-
ment with the issue has involved recognition of and re-
flection on what will be lost.

For me, climate change has taken away any number of
my plans for the future. The fires destroyed many of the
places I have taken my children on holidays. It seriously
threatens to take away a safe and secure future for my
children, impacting the prosperity and happiness of the
community surrounding them. From time to time I find
myself experiencing profound sadness and grief about
these losses, albeit only silently or to a few friends going
through the same feelings. Indeed, psychologists working
with people who are suffering from eco-anxiety and de-
pression, both in academia and in clinical practice, talk
about the critical role of grieving not just over what is
being lost now but what will be lost in the future.

My grief is nothing in the face of those people here in
Australia and around the world who are grieving not just
the loss of property, livelihoods and loved ones but the
loss of ‘home’, the sense of place that has shaped their
identity and culture. This is a manifestation of environ-
mental grief called ‘solastalgia’, named and described by
Professor Glenn Albrecht from Murdoch University in

Western Australia.l? It is a form of environmental grief
generated by losing important aspects of one’s home en-
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vironment. You can see ‘solastalgia’ in the poetry of Lave-
tanalagi Seru from Fiji and the speeches of the people of
the Torres Strait described in previous chapters. There is
a growing body of research looking at the reactions of
people whose homes have been forever transformed by
climate change. In a sense, we get a preview of what’s to
come for the rest of us through understanding their re-
sponses to this loss.

One researcher who has examined this in detail is aca-
demic Susanne Moser, whose idea of hope as ‘functional
denial’ I referred to in the last chapter. She conducted
some focus groups with people living in coastal areas of
the United States where sea level rises are claiming land,
places where ‘keeping what we’ve had’ is not a realistic,
long-term option. What she found through talking to
these coastal residents is that some kind of tolerable out-
come for the future was only going to be achieved with a
focus on the common good. The only way forward for
these communities was for them to tap into what they
loved about the place they called home, to reaffirm their
connections with each other as neighbours and to the
non-human world around them, and to meaningfully en-

gage as citizens in collective problem-s.olving.13 She also
found that in order to achieve this, people had to allow
themselves and others to go through the range of difficult
emotions—including grief and despair—triggered by the
changing environment and loss of loved places.

Every religion has its own highly developed rituals to
deal with grief and loss. In countries like my own, with a
growing number of people who describe themselves as
having no religion, we’re more likely to go to a therapist
than a church when we find ourselves trying to cope with
these emotions. Sometimes that works, sometimes it
doesn’t. It can be a very introspective approach to coping
with loss. What religion can provide to those who are
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grieving is not only rites of passage but a community of
mourners. The collective nature of grief in religious com-
munities can sometimes offer the kind of comfort therapy
can’t.

I've been interested in the role that religions play in cli-
mate change for some time. It sometimes comes as a sur-
prise to some people I talk to that so many religions
around the world have made strong, unequivocal state-
ments about the urgent need for action on climate
change. There have been Islamic, Hindu, Sikh and Baha’i
declarations on climate change, and major statements
from Jewish groups and rabbis across the globe. There is
a Global Buddhist Climate Change Collective.

The Dalai Lama has described climate change as ‘a
problem which human beings created’ and must be re-
sponsible for solving. But we are instead, he has said, ‘re-
lying on praying to God or to Buddha. Sometimes I feel

this is very illogical.’14 In 2015 the Pope penned an en-
cyclical on ecology, which stated that the science of cli-
mate change is clear and the Catholic Church views cli-
mate change as a moral issue that must be addressed in

order to protect the earth and its inhabitants.!® In the
United States even some evangelical churches have made
strong statements on climate change; there has been an
Evangelical Declaration on Global Warming and there is

an active Evangelical Environmental Network.16 What
unites these different faiths is essentially the same argu-
ment Anna Oposa used to convince the Catholic Church
in the Philippines to speak out about prayer balloons
(see Chapter 6): that we are stewards of God’s creation.
An emerging number of studies show that religious
people engage with the climate issue in particular ways,
shaped predominantly by their spiritual beliefs. For ex-
ample, two large surveys by researchers from Yale found
that Christian Americans say ‘protecting God’s creation’

is the top reason for wanting to reduce global wau'ming.17
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They saw the issue of environmental protection as a
moral and religious one. Furthermore, their pro-environ-
mental and climate change beliefs increased if they per-
ceived that other Christians cared about environmental
protection.

The conclusions from this study make me worry about
the tendency of some in the left to either ignore the evi-
dent concern within faith communities about climate
change, or attack the religious beliefs of climate deniers.
This can be detrimental to the climate cause. Indeed,
Finnish academic Panu Pihkala argues that religious com-
munities have an important role to play in supporting
people as they process their emotions and confront the

existential questions triggered by climate change.18
George Marshall agrees, arguing that religions ‘embody
long-term thinking, encouraging their members to accept
responsibilities and invest in a legacy that extends far be-

yond their own lifetime on Earth’.1?

But in my own social circles, when I suggest that faith
communities might have an important role to play in the
climate change cause, I've had more than a few lefties say
to me, ‘Aren’t they the problem?’ Australia’s current
prime minister is an evangelical Christian who belongs to
a church that preaches the prosperity gospel and be-
lieves in the rapture. His religious beliefs are often the
butt of jokes in signs carried around at climate protests.
While there is certainly evidence that some religious de-
nominations are more sceptical, even outright contemp-
tuous, of the climate change science than others, that
shouldn’t lead us to ignore the religious consensus that
exists.

Instead, we need to realise that religious leaders can
play a crucial role as ‘climate brokers’, people who have
an ability (because of their identity and place in society)
to speak to different groups on climate change or appeal
to certain communities who aren’t already alarmed or ac-
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tive. Professor Andy Hoffman writes that religious leaders
can be more effective spokespeople than non-religious
leaders on environmental issues with faith-based commu-
nities. ‘When people hear about the need to address cli-
mate change from their church, synagogue, mosque or
temple, for example, they will connect the issue to their

moral values.’?

And climate change communicators who are also reli-
gious can even inspire nonbelievers like me. One of my
favourite speakers on climate change is a climate scien-
tist and evangelical Christian Katharine Hayhoe. The
daughter of missionaries and married to a pastor, she ad-
mits her life as a Christian and a scientist is ‘like coming

out of the closet’.2! While she gets her fair share of trolls
and attacks for her views, it’s extremely hard to dismiss
her as your typical communist, faithless leftie. She regu-
larly speaks about the central role her faith plays in her
climate advocacy. And you’re on shaky ground debating
the science with her given she has a PhD in atmospheric
science. She doesn’t fit neatly into the ‘climate scientist’
or ‘pastor’s wife’ stereotypes, and is a more effective
communicator because of this.

My interest in the nexus between religion, faith commu-
nities and climate led me directly to the Reverend Jim
Antal. It was in talking to him that I realised people of
faith have a lot to teach a lapsed Catholic girl like me
about how to manage loss and grief over the fate of the
earth. Reverend Antal is a leader in the United Church of
Christ (UCC), a climate activist, author and public theolo-
gian. The UCC was founded in Massachusetts in 1620 by
the pilgrims who fled religious persecution in Europe,
and has been one of the most progressive churches in
America—the first to ordain women, people of colour and
openly gay men and women.

An environmental activist from the first Earth Day in
1970, Reverend Antal has been outspoken throughout his
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long career on environmental issues of all kinds. He has
protested outside the White House, one time even cuffing
his hands to the fence. He was arrested in Boston as he
and other activists sought to block the construction of a
new natural gas pipeline. In July 2013 Antal wrote and
championed the UCC’s resolution to divest from fossil
fuel companies, the first of its kind in the country.
Throughout his time as a leader in the church, he has en-
couraged hundreds of other pastors to preach to their
congregations about climate change.

In his book Climate Church, Climate World: How people
of faith must work for change, Reverend Antal contends
that we need to reimagine the role of church communi-
ties and their capacity to confront and resolve the prob-
lem of climate change. He argues persuasively that Chris-
tians can’t continue to emphasise personal salvation
while ignoring collective salvation. ‘If we continue to re-
duce the Creator to an anthropocentric projection who
privileges and protects humanity ... then the practice of
religion will continue to diminish and it will add little to

the redemption of creation.’22

While I was visiting Yale, I contacted Reverend Antal
through his website and to my delight was quickly
granted an interview. He gave me a generous chunk of
time over the phone from his home in Massachusetts. He
grew up in a family of scientists, and his early years of so-
cial activism were focused on the campaign to stop nu-
clear weapons. He first learned about the greenhouse ef-
fect from reading about it in The New York Times, and
then preached his first sermon on climate change in 1988,
around the time of the James Hansen testimony, when
writers like Bill McKibben and others were publishing
their first books on global warming and its consequences.
He now recalls that the reaction to this first sermon from
his congregants was mostly bewilderment.

Everybody was aware of environmental concerns like
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water and air pollution but I think at that time there
was very little awareness that the entire project of
creation was at stake. People didn’t push back be-
cause it was a very progressive town, but people were
just aghast.

Despite decades of activism in a church that has been
speaking out on environmental issues since the 1950s,
Reverend Antal still finds it challenging to convince peo-
ple that faith groups can have a progressive position on
climate change. For example, when he was trying to find a
publisher for his book, the general response was that reli-
gious people wouldn’t be interested in climate change.
‘They said to me, “Evangelicals are on the side of the sci-
ence-denying, conservative ideologues, why would we
publish this book?”’

In June 2015, when President Trump pulled the United
States out of the Paris Agreement on climate mitigation,
Reverend Antal authored a resolution declaring a new
moral era in opposition to this withdrawal. The national
UCC Synod, the church’s peak decision-making body,
passed that resolution with a 97 per cent supermajority.
It made headlines across the country. Suddenly there was
evidence that Christians cared about the climate, and
publishers came knocking on the reverend’s door.

It’s still the case that people are a little surprised
when [ tell them I'm a minister and my work is in faith
and climate change. They go, ‘Really?” And typically
what I say to them is, ‘How about Psalm 22 Verse 1:
“The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the
world, and all who live in it”?” And then people begin
to go, ‘Oh, if it’s God’s earth and we’re wrecking it, I
guess that’s a religious issue ... Oh, now I get it.’

Reverend Antal’s reflections on loss and grief have
stayed with me, making me recognise the enormous
value of having faith groups involved in the climate
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change cause:

[ think people of faith are more willing to talk openly
about grief, and ministers are willing to preach about
grief as they preside over funerals. When people
gather for worship every week, there is always some-
thing that is grievous that is offered up for prayer.
Faith communities are communities in which grief is
regularly talked about. It’s not that secular people
don’t grieve, they do, but specifically grief for secular
people is something that may isolate them, something
they need to process themselves, or perhaps with
their partner. Whereas faith communities, one of the
reasons they exist is to help people process their
grief with others.

Reverend Antal is a mentor and a guide for so many
other pastors looking to preach about climate change to
their congregation (which is significant given UCC mem-
bers amount to about 1 million Americans). In 2006, when
he was the head of the church in his state and responsi-
ble for leading 900 clergy, he would explain to them that
increasingly, they would have to return to climate change
again and again in their work.

I gathered ministers in a group, asked them to line
themselves up and to walk to a certain side of the
room if they had preached about climate change at
least four times in the past year, stand in the middle if
they had preached on it once and over the other side
if they had never preached on it. And of course, in
2006, everyone went to the ‘never’ side. But then I
would say to them, ‘Listen, you all need to understand
something: if you don’t begin to preach on climate
change at least once a month, I don’t know if it will be
ten years from now or fifteen years from now, every
single service will be on grief and the only reason peo-
ple come to church will be to grieve the planet.’
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He believes that if churches are going to be relevant
and useful in the coming years, they will have to go be-
yond what he calls the ‘superficial continuations of what
the church has been for decades’. ‘Everything has
changed and that requires a shift in the fundamental un-
derstanding of the vocation of the church,” he explains.
‘We have to shift it in a way that mobilises people of faith
to act on behalf of God’s creed.’

Reverend Antal believes that faith communities and en-
vironmentalists have much in common in terms of their
concern about injustice, and that they can become firm
allies in the climate cause. ‘Every Wednesday night we
are feeding the homeless, the hungry, every Saturday
night housing the homeless. Let’s talk about how climate
change is going to make instead of 1 billion hungry peo-
ple on the planet, 5 billion hungry people on the planet,
instead of having a migration of 3 or 4 million people
from Syria, there’s going to be migrations of 2 or 3 billion
people from the southern hemisphere.’

Finally, I asked Reverend Antal his thoughts about
hope. Of course, when tragedies occur, either natural or
not, we always hear faith leaders respond with ‘hopes
and prayers’. It turns out he defines hope in much the
same way as others I've mentioned in this book—as a
kind of ‘engaged activism’.

I'm really explicit about that fact that hope has noth-
ing to do with optimism. We need to look at the worst
possible scenarios, right in the face. But we also need
to be filled by the beauty and wonders that creation
reveals to you every day. I think to some extent that’s
the compensation for the hard and sometimes de-
pressing work on climate change. You're banging
your head against the window and then you look up
and you see the sun rises in the morning. You think to
yourself, ‘Oh my God, we get to live on this planet?
Let’s get busy.’
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George Marshall argues in Don’t Even Think About It
that the ‘Green Team’ can learn a lot from the ‘God
Squad’ when it comes to emotional and ethical appeals to
the community to act on climate change. The importance
of sharing emotions (particularly negative ones associ-
ated with fear, grief and doubt) with a community of be-
lievers. The importance of creating a legacy for future
generations, thinking long-term and valuing things be-
yond the financial and superficial. How to show generos-

ity, kindness, forgiveness, compassion to others.23 Look-
ing at how successful faith communities function, those
of us in the climate movement ‘could learn to find ways
to address feelings of blame and guilt that lead people to

ignore or deny the issue, by enabling people to admit to

their failings, to be forgiven, and to aim higher’.24

Of course, religious communities are not unique in
their ability to achieve these goals, but they’ve been at it,
many of them, for hundreds of years. They have a few
lessons to teach the faithless. While there has been a col-
lapse of trust in religion generally for all kinds of (legiti-
mate) reasons in countries like Australia, that doesn’t
mean we can’t learn from people like Reverend Antal,
even if we don’t share the same commitment to God.

I'm not a religious person but I understand the value and
allure of a religious life. | deeply respect faith leaders like
Reverend Antal who are using their leadership role to
preach on climate and try to find ways to evolve the mis-
sion of the church to address the very modern challenge
of climate change. I also understand the need for rituals,
both secular and religious, to mark important moments
in our lives, to allow us to process our emotions and to
share that with others. In addition to my day job, I'm a
registered marriage celebrant, which means I can legally
conduct nonreligious marriage ceremonies as well as
other non-legal rituals such as funerals.
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At a celebrant training session I did recently, I found
out about the increasingly popular eco-burial movement.
This involves preparation of the dead in environmentally
friendly materials or cremating the body and, instead of
placing the ashes in a traditional plot or tomb, burying
them in a dedicated natural space. For example, in Cali-
fornia’s Mendocino County, 8 hectares (20 acres) of red-
woods, firs and oaks called Better Place Forests functions

as both a memorial and a carbon sink.2> The dead are
cremated, and the bacteria-free bone dust mixed with
dirt and placed at a tree’s root system in a ‘spreading cer-
emony’. By purchasing a tree instead of a burial plot, you
invest in the preservation of the landscape. Each pur-
chase also triggers an ‘impact trees’ program, which com-
mits to replanting a certain number of trees—between 25
and 400 depending on the price of the purchased tree—in
wildfire-affected areas of California.

In her book Greening Death, Suzanne Kelly argues that
these kinds of eco-burials can provide a new way for peo-

ple to cope with climate anxiety.26 [ know the choices I've
made in my lifetime have brought about environmental
damage (I've tried but I know I have not always walked
softly upon this earth). The least I can do is shuffle off
this mortal coil without the toxic chemicals and waste of
a conventional funeral and let my ashes feed the roots of
a tree turning CO»- into oxygen.

[ like the idea of being turned into ash, folded into rich
earth and buried in a carbon sink. Perhaps my death, the
loss my children will feel about that, will be softened as
they stroll through the forest and inhale the scent of eu-
calyptus or pine. All the more reason for me, while I'm
alive, to do whatever I can to ensure trees will grow and
remain standing on a planet altered by climate change.
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CHAPTER T

LOVE
Or do it for the birds

There are not a lot of psychological studies on how love
influences our beliefs and behaviour regarding climate
change. But love hovers in the background of many of the
studies | have already described in this book. If you fear
loss, it’s the loss of something you love or care about. We
feel guilt and shame when we let the people we love
down or disappoint those whose good opinion we value.
Any threat to the people or things we care about can pro-
voke feelings of anger and fear. Our fight or flight system
is there not just to protect ourselves, but our children
and our homes as well.

All the people I've interviewed in this book have come
to climate activism because climate change threatens to
destroy something they love. For me, doing something
about climate change became my life’s purpose because I
love my children and I want them to have a happy and se-
cure future. I believe climate change threatens that fu-
ture. I've made the connection between climate change
and the things I love. But as with everything to do with
communicating about climate change, making this con-
nection is not easy. Just asking people what they love
and then saying, ‘Climate change will harm it,” is rarely
enough to convince them. As teen activist Daisy Jeffrey
said in an early chapter of this book, coalminers love
their children too. So, | assume, does Rupert Murdoch.

What love has going for it is that, in the realm of emo-
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tions, it’s as close to unequivocally positive as you can
get. By love, I don’t mean romantic love (pfft!). | mean
deep and abiding affection, steady attachment, and un-
shakable commitment to a person, place or thing. Those
writers and researchers looking at effective climate com-
munications stress the importance of ‘positive frames’ in
trying to overcome some of the cognitive biases and psy-
chological barriers in the way of belief and action on cli-
mate change.

Per Espen Stoknes has written extensively about the
power of positive strategies to help avoid triggering the
‘emotional need for denial through fear, guilt and self-pro-

tection’.! He writes that our conversation on climate
change must be engaging and inspiring, and bolster feel-
ings of community. He argues that appeals to people to
care and act on climate change should tap into positive
human emotions like the love of beauty and pleasure. He
also argues that we need to frame solutions to climate
change in similarly positive ways: it ‘works so much bet-
ter when people want it, like it, love it rather than when
they implement it by duty, guilt, rule, or fear of punish-

ment’.2 Emphasising this connection between acting on
the climate and protecting what we love helps us show
that we will gain as much as we will lose, as I explored in
the previous chapter.

Writer and Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel once wrote that
the opposite of love is not hate but indifference. Love is
when you really, truly care. Care is such a small yet pow-
erful concept. It's a fundamentally active word. It means
you will do what’s necessary for the health, welfare,
maintenance and protection of someone or something
you value. In some ways, it’s easy to be a lover. It’s a
tough, tough job being a carer.

One of my favourite psychological studies on care and
climate was conducted by a team of Australian re-
searchers including former premier of Western Australia
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and federal government minister Carmen Lawrence (now
a university professor). The researchers wanted to see if
the strong emotions triggered by a perceived threat to
what participants personally cared about could motivate
them to care about climate change itself, which would in
turn predict climate policy support.

When we say we care about climate change, that’s ac-
tually a misnomer. We care about what climate change
will do to the things we care about. The group of Western
Australian researchers developed the term ‘objects of
care’, an incredibly useful concept because it can refer to
pretty much anything that matters to people. It needn’t

even be an object.3 They argue that objects of care have
the capacity to be ‘connectors’, making the issue of cli-
mate change seem personally relevant to an individual,
undermining the distancing effect that makes us feel cli-
mate change is far away in time and place.

The researchers took the unique approach of compar-
ing the emotional responses of climate scientists to the
question ‘How do you feel about climate change?’ with
those of university students and of the general popula-
tion. I started my chapter on despair with a description
of how climate scientists are coming out about their cli-
mate-induced depression and anguish. The researchers
from Western Australia reported similar findings.

The 44 scientists who responded saw strong connec-
tions between acting on climate and the welfare of future
generations, and between human beings and the natural
world. They saw their relationship with the planet as akin
to a longstanding and deep friendship, and reflected on
the pain they felt seeing that this ‘friend’ was seriously ill.
‘Imagine how a medical doctor feels having to inform
their patient, an old, life-long friend, of a dire but treat-
able diagnosis,” one scientist wrote. ‘There is a similar

closeness between climate scientists and the planet.’4
In their responses, they covered the whole spectrum of
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human emotions and spoke from different points of view
—as scientists, citizens, humans, parents, grandparents
and climate messengers. The scientists were steeped in
an understanding of the scientific facts, but instead of re-
sponding by reiterating the data, they felt free to explore
their complex emotional response to climate change. At
the heart of it all was the love they felt for the planet and
the people living on it. You didn’t need to convince them
of the urgent need for effective climate policy.

The university students and general citizens mentioned
a number of objects of care in their responses—‘future
generations’ was the most common, but specific places
also came up, such as the Great Barrier Reef. Interest-
ingly, the emotional response from the students and gen-
eral population was more restrained than that of the sci-
entists. Those in the general sample who expressed
strong negative emotions in their responses, such as
anger, shame and fear, were significantly more likely to
support climate change policies. This group also men-
tioned objects of care with the greatest frequency. For
them, climate change was emotional, personal, relevant
and urgent. They could see it was going to impact places
and people they cared about.

The researchers concluded:

‘Objects of care’ that link people to climate change
may be crucial to understanding why some people
feel more strongly about the issue than others. These
‘objects of care’ may bridge the psychological dis-
tance between the self and climate change, making
the issue of climate change seem more personally rel-

evant, evoking stronger emotions, and prompting ac-

tion.5

In my own research, we often ask focus group partici-
pants to rank lists of issues in order of importance. I've
noticed that they put climate change in the top three if
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they see a direct connection between it and other issues
of importance to them. For example, if they’'re concerned
about health and have already come to the firm conclu-
sion that climate change exacerbates health issues, then
both health and climate change get put at the top of their
list. Often that high concern about health is driven by
personal circumstance, like having a child with asthma.
In contrast, if they see climate change as disconnected
from whatever issue matters to them—say, the economy
or national security or transport—then it gets put at the
bottom of the list. Those people often say to me, ‘Sure, |
care about the environment, but we have to put people
first.’

What these studies show is that the starting point in
any effective discussion of climate change is not climate
change itself, but what we care about, what we love. That
is, of course, different for different people. But, as the
song says, everybody loves somebody (or something)
sometimes. One of the terrifying things about climate
change is we know it will alter everything. One of the up-
sides of that is that we can find a way to connect it with
anything that matters to anyone.

Some climate activists see this focus on starting the
conversation with an individual’s object of care as a nar-
cissistic or narrow approach to the climate change issue.
Climate change only matters to you because it’s going to
impact your kids or your house or your job. But the object
of care is merely a starting point, a way to make climate
change personally relevant to people struggling to under-
stand what it means for them. And we should not forget
that love, true love, is not selfish. Indeed, one of the many
synonyms of love is altruism.

Our definition of love and care in this context necessar-
ily includes our attachment to our group, our tribe, our
people, our community. George Marshall writes that de-
spite our massive cultural and social differences, there
are certain things we all share as human beings, and one
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of the most powerful is our ‘deeper instincts to defend

our family and tribe’.6 Studies show that our love and
care for our tribe is more persuasive and more motivat-
ing than mere self-interest.

One fascinating American study shows that the impact
of climate change on our community can be more influen-
tial than the impact it has on us personally. Researchers
from the University of Colorado Denver and Duke Univer-
sity found that while people were more likely to believe
in global warming if they lived through the Colorado
floods of 2013, the level of personal damage had no statis-
tically significant impact. In other words, having their
house destroyed didn’t shift their beliefs more than those
of someone whose house merely got damaged. What mat-
tered most was the shared experience of the community,
what happened to their friends and neighbours, rather

than just what happened to them.”

This civic pride, community spirit, whatever you might
call it, is what makes us pull together in a crisis, donate
money to people we don’t know, and demand govern-
ments and corporations do something on their behalf.
Love can expand beyond the circle of our children, family
and friends to encompass a community, a society, a city,
a movement for change. Encouraging and sustaining this
notion of love creates greater momentum around climate
action. And it will help us cope with what is to come.

As [ said, objects of care can be anything: people, things,
places, practices, professions, hobbies and obsessions.
The northern cardinal, or Cardinalis cardinalis, the official
bird of seven US states including Ohio and Kentucky, can
be an object of care. And the love of birds can make you
care about climate change. At least that’s what Lynsy
Smithson-Stanley taught me.

I met Lynsy when I was visiting Yale University and she
was working at the Yale Program on Climate Change
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Communication on their media and education strategies
(she has degrees in mass communication and journal-
ism). But it was her work with birds that intrigued me the
most. The program’s website at the time said she had
done work ‘activating bird-lovers around the climate
threat’, which ‘included developing a research program

to engage conservatives’.® Birds? Conservatives? It
seemed like a pretty niche topic even for academia. I had
visions of an army of men and women birdwatchers with
binoculars in one hand and megaphones in the other.
‘There are no hooded warblers on a warming planet,’
they would yell. (I jest, but a quick google shows that a
staggering two-thirds of North American birds are at risk
of extinction due to temperature increases.)

While Lynsy’s work stood out against the other Yale
projects looking at big data, politics and public opinion
polling, I had a gut feeling it might reveal some useful in-
sights about how to make climate change tangible for
people. Little did I know that Lynsy and her birds would
teach me more than one incredibly valuable lesson about
climate communication.

Lynsy is a bright and bubbly woman with girl-scout lev-
els of enthusiasm and generosity. She became engaged
with the climate change issue when the cap-and-trade leg-
islation aimed at reducing carbon emissions was rejected
by the US Senate in 2010. ‘We didn’t just shit the bed po-
litically,” she told me frankly. ‘We shit the bed communi-
cations wise.” This epic fail encouraged her to focus her
career as a journalism and communications expert on
finding better ways to talk to people about climate
change. Instead of working with one of the mainstream
green groups, she gravitated towards a membership or-
ganisation, with the idea that grassroots advocacy on cli-
mate would be an interesting challenge. She found herself
in the role of director of climate communications and
strategy at the National Audubon Society, which works to
protect birdlife.
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The Audubon Society is over 100 years old, making it
one of America’s oldest organisations of its kind. Named
after a famous bird illustrator, John James Audubon, the
first chapter of the Audubon Society was created in 1885
by a group of ticked-off fashion lovers. Boston socialites
Harriet Hemenway and Minna B. Hall were angered by the
impact on local bird populations of the trade in feathers
for use in hats and other clothing. The cousins organised
social events with other wealthy local women, encourag-
ing them to boycott the garments in order to protect
birds like the egret. Their afternoon-tea activism worked,
and other chapters of the society spread throughout
America.

When Lynsy joined Audubon, she was looking for ways
to engage the membership on the issue of climate
change. It wasn’t a particularly easy sell. Audubon mem-
bers come from across the political spectrum, liberal to
conservative to independent to ‘Go away, it’s none of
your business’. ‘Sometimes when I'd talk to members
about climate change, they’d tell me, “I go birding to get
away from politics.” They weren’t interested.” Convincing
the leadership of the society also required some effort:

The board had been concerned about talking about
climate change. The usual environmental NGOs in DC,
their membership is all progressive. Our membership
lists are different, more bipartisan. You can’t assume
they all agree on climate change or are ready to be-
come activists.

In order to engage the membership, Lynsy devised a re-
search program and campaign structure aimed at under-
standing what would work with conservative members in
particular. The first step was to commission some bird-
specific climate change research. Given the political po-
larisation around climate change and the attack on both
the science and the scientists, Lynsy and the organisers
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felt that bird science commissioned by the society itself
would be more trusted by its members.

The result was a groundbreaking study, released in
2014, detailing the impacts of climate change on 588

North American bird species.9 They created maps show-
ing where different species were threatened across differ-
ent parts of the country. The breadth and detail of the
study allowed members to focus on the birds and places
they loved to see them, specifically local birds that meant
the most to them.

The second step was to commission a research agency
to look specifically at the views of Audubon’s conserva-
tive-leaning members on climate change and its impact
on birds. They found the trust and authority of the soci-
ety meant it was in a unique position to talk to conserva-
tive-leaning members about climate change, especially
those who were not currently engaged with the issue.
They also found that while these members weren’t sure
of the degree to which humans were causing climate
change, they still agreed with the need to act responsibly,
especially when it came to the welfare of birds. ‘Birds are
the catalyst for action,” the researchers concluded.
‘Audubon members are passionate about birds and are
able to view environmental policy in a manner that cuts
through partisan politics, largely due to their passion for

birds and the outdoors.’10

The research showed that positive, hopeful messages
were best in talking to these members about climate and
birds, along with appealing to their identification with
their local area and state (as Virginians, say, rather than
just Americans). Subtle religious messages were effective
as well, pulling at members’ heartstrings by telling them
that birds are in trouble and we have a moral duty to act
(as stewards of God’s creation). The research also identi-
fied the aspects of the climate debate that turned these
conservative members off—namely, what they saw as
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dramatic and extreme predictions about the future.

Fundamentally, the study showed that if you kept fo-
cusing on what was good for the birds, you could get the
members to support a range of pro-mitigation policies,
such as limiting carbon pollution from power plants, and
setting a federal price on carbon. Extraordinary, given
these conservative members generally vote for a Republi-
can Party that has, on the whole, resisted these kinds of
policy ideas at the state and federal level.

The positive reaction of the society’s more conserva-
tive membership encouraged the society to go ahead
with extensive training and advocacy around birds and
climate change. They invited members to come to train-
ing sessions, to take them through all the research and
give them guidance on how to talk about climate change
and encourage others to act. To get political about birds.
In these sessions, Lynsy saw that connecting birds with
climate change could bring up some pretty strong emo-
tions among the membership:

We’d talk to them about the bird science we commis-
sioned, trying to connect their favourite birds with cli-
mate change. And you’d get these instant reactions.
Like, ‘Tve always seen the scarlet tanager in this part
of Ohio but these maps show me that soon they won’t
be around in the summer.” And that deeply affected
people. I saw grown men cry.

The training sessions were very successful, with soci-
ety members becoming politically active at every level,
doing everything from sharing social media posts to di-
rectly contacting politicians. They developed a quick
cheat sheet for Audubon members to talk to other bird
lovers about climate. The first step? Make it about birds:

Climate change can seem like an overwhelmingly
complex and abstract issue. But we don’t need to tell
the whole story of climate change with elaborate tem-

197



perature graphs or atmospheric data. Tell people that
climate change affects beloved species, like the bald
eagle, wood thrush, or rufous hummingbird, and tap

into their love for these birds.!!

It also suggested they make it local, personal, hopeful,
and avoid extreme language. Finally, it advised not get-
ting bogged down in scientific details or in arguments
about the exact causes of warming. What mattered was
that their beloved birds were being threatened and so
they needed to act.

Lynsy’s work with conservative bird lovers taught me a
valuable lesson about how we can talk about climate
change with other people. Getting too bogged down in
the science, requiring people to share all of your values
or beliefs, is unlikely to get them to act. If you can find
something that matters to them and then connect that
meaningfully with climate change, that’s a critical first
step. If you can get them to act in concert with other peo-
ple who have the same passions and devotion, that’s
even better.

If you can, try to avoid or sidestep some of the aspects
of the climate discussion they dislike that would shut the
conversation down (too much doom and gloom, dramatic
predictions about the future), then you can keep the con-
versation going. And always, always keep that object of
care at the centre of it all. ‘People could disagree with the
extent of human involvement in climate change but they
could agree on the solution because we connected it to
the protection of birds,” Lynsy told me. ‘Birds were the
gateway drug to get them interested in climate change.’

Being a marriage celebrant, 'm more than familiar with
the famous passage from 1 Corinthians 13, a favourite
reading at weddings, both secular and religious:
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Love is patient, love is kind.

It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.

It does not dishonour others, it is not self-seeking, it is
not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.

Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.

It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always
perseveres.

It’s never been my favourite reading, but I've taken to re-
visiting it in the context of my thinking about climate
change. [ can see articulated in it the kind of love we need
to develop in the climate era, and so it’s taken on new
meaning for me. The value of love that is as much about
others as it is about yourself; the desire to protect and
the need to persevere; not becoming easily angered and
keeping resentment to a minimum; the value of a stead-
fast hope even in the face of trials and tribulations. Re-
joicing in truth.
Love as the starting point and the final destination.
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CONCLUSION

TALK ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE
It’s the right time

Climate change must be one of the hardest topics to talk
about, surpassing sex and drugs and religion, on a par
with topics such as death and depression. | have to admit
that even I, despite having spent a solid two years think-
ing about how to talk about climate change, find it hard
to talk about it with the people I love. I don’t talk about it
with my five-year-old twins, of course, although we do
talk about recycling and how beautiful trees are, and we
read The Lorax together. I do talk about it from time to
time with my eldest daughter, who’s now eleven years
old. ‘I know, Mum,’ she tells me, somewhat exasperated
when | mention it. She’s learned about it at school and
it’s discussed among her friends, but there are no signs
that she’s feeling any of the eco-anxiety other young peo-
ple are experiencing around the world, which pleases me.

[ find talking about it with extended family members
difficult. 'm worried I'll come across as judging their
lifestyle choices, introducing tension into already compli-
cated relationships. Sometimes I wonder if the conversa-
tions I have with friends about it are making me a less
than attractive dinner companion. Once upon a time we
would get together to eat, drink and gossip about work
and mutual acquaintances. Now I find myself telling them
about melting permafrosts in Alaska.

[ know I'm not the only one who thinks about climate
change all the time but finds it hard to talk about in daily
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life (I can talk about it endlessly in a professional capac-
ity, believe me). George Marshall writes that surveys
coming out of places like the Yale Program show that the
vast majority of us rarely or never talk about climate
change, even inside our close circle of friends and family
members.

Women talk about it far less than men do, and as a
group, younger women talk about it less than anyone,
especially ... those with children. Another survey
found that a quarter of people have never discussed
climate change with anyone at all. In real life, it seems

that the most influential climate narrative of all may

be the non-narrative of collective silence.!

In my own research work I've started asking partici-
pants in surveys and focus groups if they ever talk about
climate change and, if they do, why. On the whole the an-
swer is no or rarely, and only when the weather acts like
a prompt, for example if it’s an unseasonably hot day in
spring. When presented with a survey question by a poll-
ster about whether we’re concerned or not about climate
change, the majority of us might tick the box that says
yes, but we won’t be anywhere near as enthusiastic about
bringing the topic up in polite conversation.

And no wonder. It’s probably one of the most, if not the
most, difficult topic to talk about, because it’s so politi-
cal, emotional, intense and overwhelming. It seems to re-
quire expert knowledge about everything from weather
patterns to physics to economics and history. It can be
even harder to talk about with people you work with or
are just friendly with. You might have a nice and easygo-
ing relationship with a neighbour or one of the mothers
at the kids’ school or the guy you have to talk to in Ac-
counts, then one day you mention climate change and
suddenly you’re in a tense discussion or they look at you
blankly like you're mad or, even worse, you find yourself
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in an argument. That easygoing relationship has changed
and suddenly you don’t make eye contact with them any-
more.

You might think that not chatting about climate change
at the gym or barbecue get-together isn’t such a big deal.
But breaking the climate silence is critically important to
helping circumvent some of the cognitive biases and psy-
chological barriers we’ve examined in this book. For ex-
ample, in the chapter on fear, [ wrote about our tendency
to focus more on risks that are being talked about in our
social circles than on those that are less talked about,
even if the ones we don’t discuss are more objectively
credible.

So the silence around climate change in our daily lives
works to decrease our sense that it is a real and immi-
nent threat, which in turn affects everything from our
voting decisions to our purchasing choices and general
behaviour. This goes for the silence in our daily lives as
well as the lack of consistent attention to it in broader
conversations at the community and company level and
in the mass media.

Furthermore, think back to the chapter on denial. For
those people engaged in passive denial, as Stoknes points
out, ‘the issue [of climate change] becomes unspeakable
[and denial] offers itself as a convenient way out of the

discomfort’.? Silence is both a symptom of this passive
denial and allows it to continue unchallenged. On the flip
side, we have also seen how conversations between fam-
ily and friends can be extremely effective at persuading
people of the importance of the climate issue, even cut-
ting through political partisanism. One research study I
mentioned shows that simply having people around you
who care about climate change can make you more likely

to care about it.>
This is why researchers looking at psychology and cli-
mate change stress the importance of talking about the
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issue with other people. Climate scientist Katharine Hay-
hoe dedicated her TED talk to exactly this topic, calling it
‘The most important thing you can do to fight climate
change: talk about it’. The climate scientist, mother and
evangelical Christian encourages us not to worry that we
don’t have all the climate science at our fingertips when
we speak up on the topic. ‘We don’t need to be talking
about more science; we’ve been talking about the science

for over 150 years,’” she rightly points out.? Instead, she
encourages us to start our conversation with others from
the point of view of shared values and, to use the termi-
nology I wrote about in the previous chapter on love, ‘ob-
jects of care’. Our community. Our concern for the econ-
omy and jobs. Local green spaces. Animals (remember
the birds from the previous chapter).

Hayhoe’s starting point for her own conversations is
often her faith, but it’s also the love she has for her kids,
her role as a mother. What if you don’t know what mat-
ters to someone you want to talk to about climate
change? Well, ask them, Hayhoe suggests. First have a
conversation about what makes them tick and then con-
nect the dots between ‘the values they already have and
why they would care about a changing climate’.

[ promised at the beginning of this book that reading it
would help you better understand how the people
around you are reacting to climate change. And that
you'd also get a better understanding of your own com-
plex and shifting reactions to the issue. These two to-
gether—understanding your reactions and how other
people react—should equip you with some of the insights
and skills you need to start breaking this climate silence
in the world around you. I'm not saying this is easy, but it
is necessary.

There are lots of materials out there in internet land
that can provide you with handy hints about having pro-
ductive climate conversations. Both Stoknes and Mar-
shall end their books with suggestions as well. Common
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to all the advice are some of the following principles I've
touched on throughout the book:

e Focus on local issues.
e Make it personal and relevant.
e Try to find mutual points of empathy and connection.

e Try to highlight what we have to gain from action and
not just what we’ll lose.

e Try not to focus on blame or villains, or set up an ‘us
versus them’ dynamic.

e Stress cooperation and unity, groups of people work-
ing together to bring about change.

e Focus on the present rather than just the future.

e Be honest about the size of the threat but try to avoid
too much extreme, catastrophic language (a delicate
balance there, [ admit).

e Recognise people’s negative feelings of anger, grief,
anxiety and guilt.

e Understand that this is hard, no matter who you are
and what you believe.

e And encourage a form of active hope, despite what
the science tells us.

In his final comments in his book, George Marshall
gives us a laundry list of ideas about how to communi-
cate effectively about climate change, but one edict
jumps out at me as particularly important: ‘Never assume

that what works for you will work for others.” There are
a billion pathways towards an understanding that climate
change is real and requires an immediate and adequate
human response. What works for me will not work for
other people, even if we have a lot of other things in com-
mon. Climate change is a complex, all-encompassing and
fast-moving phenomenon. As such, as David Wallace-
Wells points out, ‘it is not a subject that can sustain only
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one narrative, one perspective, one metaphor, one

mood’.® Or to hark back to what Tony Leiserowitz said in
one of the early chapters of this book, not everyone has
to walk the same path that you did.

The process of writing this book has helped me de-
velop my own set of guiding principles, covering a combi-
nation of helpful ideas on how to talk to others and per-
sonal rules for living in the climate age. They might help
you too.

1 Listen and understand

I've spent a lot of time in this book showing how attitudes
to climate change are not a reflection of people’s under-
standing of the climate science but of their worldview,
values and identity. And so it makes sense that before
you even have a conversation about climate change with
someone, you need to understand who they are, not just
what their views on climate change are. Change can hap-
pen through conversation and debate, but first we need
openness, empathy and a determination to find some
common ground. Otherwise, we’re just shouting past
each other.

2 Talk about it

See above. Talking about it is hard, but the more you do
it, the easier it becomes. You might actually find that
with some people, it’s less stressful than you imagined,
that they might be feeling the same way you do. Find al-
ready existing groups or gatherings in your own life
where there’s trust and understanding, and see if it’s pos-
sible to find a way to start the conversation—for exam-
ple, suggesting a climate-themed novel for a book group.
How about suggesting a screening of the movie 2040 to
your local parent and teacher organisation? Or if you're

205



in an outdoor sports club that’s having its schedule inter-
rupted by extreme weather, making an appointment to
see your political representative and raising the issue
with them? Be inspired by Tennis Australia, the sport’s
national peak body, which has spoken out about climate

change loud and clear.” Start a conversation about cli-
mate in your professional networks and associations; in
Australia and around the world we have seen numerous
professional groups created around climate action—engi-
neers, architects, farmers, lawyers, accountants, teach-
ers, veterinarians and a range of medical professional
groups speaking out. Just in this book we’'ve seen how
Lynsy Smithson-Stanley helped turn birdwatchers into
climate activists, and how Cassia Read brought together
local parents who loved to craft so they could talk about
climate.

Marshall argues that in talking about climate change
with others you should always try to keep an open mind,
be alert to your own biases and be prepared to learn

from other people.8 Know that this might be one in a
number of conversations you could have over time, with-
out any guarantees of success (in fact, don’t focus too
much at the start on what success looks like). But just
consider Daisy Jeffrey, whose conversation with a father
and his two sons didn’t convince the father but encour-
aged the two sons to join the climate strike. And Anna
Rose, who was never going to change Nick Minchin’s
mind but reached a vast and more open-minded audience
with her passionate beliefs about climate change.

3 Start with love

You don’t need to start a conversation about climate
change with climate change. You certainly don’t need to
start it with a recitation of all the scientific data. Start
with an understanding of that person’s ‘objects of care’
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(see Chapter 11), something you either already know
about or will find out through talking to them about their
values and interests. Marshall puts this another way, by
suggesting we ‘relate solutions to climate change to the
sources of happiness, and the connections we feel with

our friends, neighbors and colleagues’.” This reinforces
that we have more to gain than lose from doing some-
thing about climate change: the protection of the people,
places and practices that matter to us more. And the
focus on love and care is a powerful counterbalance to
the usual ‘doom and gloom’ associated with so much in-
formation on climate change in the media, and the toxic
conflict in so much political ‘debate’ on climate as well.

You can extend the idea of ‘start with what you love’ to
your own actions on climate. When people say to me, ‘I'm
worried about climate change but what can I do beyond
renewable energy in my house and riding a bike to
work?’, I always ask them, ‘What are you already doing?
What activities and places do you care about, engage
with on a regular basis and love? Well, start there.” You
don’t have to join an environmental NGO to be a climate
activist (although feel free to do that too). You can ex-
press your concern for the climate through your life as
you live it today. Look around your street, neighbour-
hood, workplace, sports club, church, social group and
community organisation.

Jim Antal led the charge for his church to divest its in-
vestments away from fossil fuels. A dedicated dad helped
organise solar panels for our local school (with a bit of
help from a government grant). And whatever you decide
to do, communicate that to your local politicians. Show
them that it’s not only groups like Greenpeace that care
about the climate.

4 Work out what you can do without
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While I'm not yet into Deep Adaptation and preparing for
imminent social collapse before my children leave
school, I do find a lot of questions Jem Bendell asks (see
Chapter 8) extremely useful. ‘What do we need to let go
of in order to not make matters worse? What can we
bring back to help us with the coming difficulties and
tragedies?’10

Reflecting on these questions has helped me sort out
my priorities in life. For example, it’s more important to
me that I travel within Australia, spending money in com-
munities devastated by wildfires, keeping my carbon
emissions low and developing in my children a love and
respect for the Australian environment. I will choose
those holidays over travelling to Bali or Europe or Amer-
ica. Let’s face it, that’s a very privileged form of sacrifice,
but it’s just one in a series of decisions I will make about
how I spend my time and money. And choosing to let go
of things you previously thought would be part of your
future is going to be good practice, preparation for a time
when we’ll be forced to adapt regardless. This is all about
preparing for the worst while still hoping for the best.

5 Hope is other people

The existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre famously wrote in one
of his plays, ‘Hell is other people.” But he was a moody
bastard who was no fun to be with at parties. I've re-
worked his cynical phrase as ‘Hope is other people’. All
the research confirms the power of groups, small or
large, to bring about change. We have seen in my inter-
views with activists like Chido Govera and Cassia Read,
as well as the psychological studies, that people, includ-
ing climate activists, develop their hope out of working
together with others. Indeed, Stoknes concludes that
sceptical activism is the best kind of hope we can de-
velop for the climate age, and that activism is most effec-
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tive if pursued with like-minded people. Using the power
of social networks, however you define them and wher-
ever you find them, is critical in building a social consen-
sus on climate action and making that consensus visible
to others.

6 Get to know your neighbours

Academic Susanne Moser expressed this sentiment, in
her interview with Dumbo Feather magazine, in response
to a question about the importance of community:

There is no doubt that the harsh conditions we’re
currently creating will make us dependent on each
other in ways we don’t even know yet. We're so fo-
cused on, ‘Can I protect myself from this? Where can |
move?’ As if there is a place to hide from this global
change. But to have any chance of surviving as a
species, we need to share resources ... and we’re

going to get a lesson in dependence and interdepen-
11

dence like none of us have seen.
While COVID-19 has taught us much since these words
were spoken, we should still think of our pandemic expe-
rience as just a dress rehearsal.

Moser’s words make me realise not only the impor-
tance of investing and reinvesting in groups around me
that sustain my family and my community, but also some-
thing perhaps more profound about hope and mobility.
Like every Australian who isn’t First Nations, my family
came here as migrants, inspired to travel around the
world to a different continent, with aspirations for a bet-
ter life. They found that life, built it with their bare hands,
with each generation becoming more financially secure
and better educated than the previous one. And it’s very
common too that ambitious people leave Australia for big
cities in America, Europe and Asia to seek fame and for-
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tune.

Climate change threatens to reverse that process. This
is already happening, with wars and civil conflict exacer-
bated by climate change creating a massive global move-
ment of refugees, and rising sea levels and extreme
weather events leading to increasing numbers of climate
refugees. But any thoughts I might have about where I
could go to ‘escape’ climate change, in the hope that I
can protect my family, are of course naive. Some places
will be less habitable than others over time, but no place
will be ‘safe’. The world is too interconnected and climate
change too all-encompassing.

Only billionaires can indulge fantasies about living in
space or in biodomes on heavily guarded islands. (Per-
sonally, I would rather perish in my lounge room than
spend any time on Mars with Elon Musk.) In the end, de-
spite fantasies about moving elsewhere, I know I need to
stay put, get to know my neighbours, and put all my ener-
gies, hope and trust in the community around me. (I
guess I'm lucky, because I really like my neighbours.)

7 Take care of yourself

Put simply, thinking about climate change, talking about
it with others and reading about it, not to mention experi-
encing it, involves an endless roller-coaster of emotion.
Take care of yourself. Seek help if you need it. There are
resources online and increasingly therapists specialising
in eco-anxiety. Have a look at the resources section at the
end of this book. And try to work out your own ‘window
of tolerance’ (see here).

8 Vote if you can

Most people in the world can’t vote. Even in democracies
like the United States, prisoners and ex-prisoners can’t
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vote. In countries with elections but with electoral sys-
tems that are corrupt, where voting is difficult and even
dangerous, the right to vote is an empty right. Given cli-
mate change is a global issue, given it will affect everyone
in the world in some capacity, those of us who can vote
in an open and legitimate democracy have a profound
obligation to send a message through the ballot box that
climate change requires immediate and effective action
from government.

Green consumerism—buying environmentally friendly
products and engaging in behaviour modification for the
sake of the environment—is important, but until the
politicians fear losing their jobs through not doing any-
thing about climate change, we’ll continue on this same,
slow, inadequate path. Whatever political party you nor-
mally vote for, between elections send the message loud
and clear to its leaders that climate change matters to
you as a voter and a citizen. Protesting is one way of
doing it, of course, or joining various campaigns by
NGOs. But with all of the suggestions I've made in this
chapter and previous ones, don’t forget to tell your local
politicians about what you’re doing. If you're sending a
message, make it personal and specific (standard form
letters or emails are often ignored). It’s not just ticking a
box on a survey that says ‘Yes, 'm concerned’. It’s ticking
a box on a ballot paper that says, ‘You're out of a job if
you don’t act on this concern about climate change.’

9 Find your own climate story

At the beginning of this book, I wrote about the impor-
tance of stories of conviction and endurance as a way to
connect people to climate change, making it personally
relevant. Throughout the book I've brought you inter-
views with farmers, academics, artists, activists, museum
curators, faith leaders and scientists as a way to under-
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stand how they use emotion in their work on climate and
manage their own emotional reaction to climate.

Part of being able to talk about climate change is find-
ing a way to tell your own climate story. How do you feel?
How has that changed over time? What people, places
and practices have made you engage with the issue?
Sharing your own personal story about climate is one
way of shaking up what has become a highly politicised
and ‘constipated’ conversation. Hopefully it will elicit em-
pathy and understanding from the person you’re talking
to as well, getting them to open up about their own story
and why they feel the way they do about the climate.

But it’s not just about ‘your story’, it’s about amplifying
the stories of other people in your community and
around the world who are affected by climate change. It’s
the stories of Lavetanalagi Seru, of Chido, of the farmers
I've met over the years, of the men and women of the Tor-
res Strait, that I want to highlight in my work. Find your
own climate storytellers and see what you can learn from
them. American critic Rebecca Solnit writes that ‘we are
not very good at telling stories about a hundred people

doing things’.12 Which is a shame, she argues, because
social change never comes from the actions of an iso-
lated individual but from people connecting and acting
with others in a coordinated push as a crowd united by
the same values. We need to get better at telling hun-
dreds of stories, stories about crowds in action.

As I finish this book, it’s been a little over a year since |
watched those climate kids protesting on the TV one Sat-
urday morning and my world shifted on its axis. A year of
writing, reading and reflecting on climate change has nec-
essarily involved managing a perfect storm of emotions.
Fundamentally, I've lost a strong confidence that the fu-
ture will be better than the past and that my children will
experience the same or even better opportunities than I
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did.

We often think, erroneously, of coming to terms with
such a loss as going through the Elisabeth Kibler-Ross
stages of grief—denial, anger, bargaining, depression and
acceptance—neatly, one after the other (although, of
course, Kiibler-Ross herself acknowledged that we never
experience these stages in a linear fashion). In truth, I
think I've moved away from a kind of denial about climate
change—that it was important but in a somewhat distant
and remote way, not one that required me to sacrifice or
reflect on my life in any meaningful fashion. But I now ex-
perience anger, depression, despair, guilt and fear, often
and together, and in unexpected ways. I expect to for
some time, with no obvious end in sight.

What I'm getting better at is returning to hope, the
sceptical activism I talk about in this book, grounded in a
firm belief in the power of groups of human beings to
solve problems when determined enough to do so. As
Greta Thunberg said in the midst of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, ‘The coronavirus is a terrible event ... But it also
shows one thing: That once we are in a crisis, we can ...
act fast and change our habits and treat a crisis like a cri-

sis.’13 And I keep returning to the words of writer
Matthew Wilburn King: ‘It’s true that no other species has
evolved to create such a large-scale problem. But no
other species has evolved with such an extraordinary ca-
pacity to solve it, either.’14

And I keep going back, time and again, to love.

ALWAYS LOVE.
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terviewed for this book.

People

Jim Antal: @JimAntal, jimantal.com

David Finnigan: davidfinig.com

Chido Govera: @chygovera, thefutureofhope.org
Tanya Ha: @Ha_Tanya

Mary Annaise Heglar: @MaryHeglar

Daisy Jeffrey: @Daisyleffrey2. See also schoolstrike4cli-
mate.com

Anthony Leiserowitz: @ecotone2. Visit the Yale Program
at climatecommunication.yale.edu, and check out the Cli-
mate Connections podcast at yaleclimateconnections.org

George Marshall: @climategeorge, climateconviction.org.
Read Don’t Even Think About It: Why our brains are wired
to ignore climate change

Miranda Massie: @MirandaKSMassie. Visit the Climate
Museum at climatemuseum.org

Anna Oposa: @annaoposa and annaoposa.ph
Cassia Read: @cassiaread, climateflags.org
Anna Rose: annarose.net.au

Lavetanalagi Seru: @lagiseru, facebook.com/Alliance4Fu-
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J. Marshall Shepherd: @DrShepherd2013

Per Espen Stoknes: @estoknes, stoknes.no. Also read his
book What We Think About When We Try Not to Think
About Global Warming: Toward a new psychology of cli-
mate action

Katharine Wilkinson: @DrKWilkinson, kkwilkinson.com

Books

Active Hope: How to face the mess we’re in without going
crazy, by Joanna Macy & Chris Johnstone

Climate: A new story, by Charles Eisenstein

The Climate Change Playbook: 22 systems thinking
games for more effective communication about climate
change, by Dennis Meadows, Linda Booth Sweeney &
Gillian Martin Mehers

Ecoliterate: How educators are cultivating emotional, so-
cial, and ecological intelligence, by Daniel Goleman, Lisa
Bennett & Zenobia Barlow

The Parents’ Guide to Climate Revolution: 100 ways to
build a fossil-free future, raise empowered Rids, and still get
a good night’s sleep, by Mary DeMocker

The Righteous Mind: Why good people are divided by pol-
itics and religion, by Jonathan Haidt

Thinking, Fast and Slow, by Daniel Kahneman

Websites

The Climate Reality Project
climaterealityproject.org

Deep Adaptation Forum
deepadaptation.info

235


http://stoknes.no
http://kkwilkinson.com
http://climaterealityproject.org
http://deepadaptation.info

Good Grief Network
goodgriefnetwork.org

MAD
madfeed.co

Peak bodies of mental health professionals in various
countries have released helpful guides on climate change
and mental health, including:

American Psychological Association
apa.org/news/press/releases/2017/03/mental-health-
climate.pdf

British Psychological Society
bps.org.uk/topics/nature-and-environment

Australia Psychological Society
psychology.org.au/for-the-public/Psychology-Topics/
Climate-change-psychology

Podcasts

Climate Conversations

This weekly MIT podcast focuses mostly on research and
activism around climate solutions, but guests often dis-
cuss climate change communication.

Hello Climate Change

Amy Kalisher describes herself as an ordinary white mid-
dle-class American waking up to climate change. This
podcast looks at her and her friends and family, and their
efforts to reclaim their power as citizens through climate
action.

Hot Take

Mary Annaise Heglar and Amy Westervelt look at the way
climate change is talked about in the media and the
movement, and take a vitally important intersectional ap-
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proach, highlighting the perspectives and activism of
people of colour.

Mothers of Invention

Former Irish president Mary Robinson and comedian
Maeve Higgins created this uplifting podcast featuring
women from around the world working for climate jus-
tice.

My Climate Journey

A self-described recovering software entrepreneur goes
on a quest to reorient his career around helping to solve
climate change.

Movies

2040

Damon Gameau’s vivid, positive and sometimes funny
look at the future if we embraced the already existing and
best solutions for climate change.

The Anthropologist

A film that follows the adventures of environmental an-
thropologist Susan Crate and her somewhat reluctant
teen daughter Katie as they visit Indigenous communities
around the world threatened by climate change.

The Biggest Little Farm

A documentary maker and a chef start a farm on 80
hectares (200 acres) outside Los Angeles. Their heroic at-
tempt to farm in tune with the natural ecosystem is heart-
warming and heartbreaking in equal measure.

Carbon Nation
An optimistic film looking at the solutions available to us
to deal with climate change. It tries to do so in a non-
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preachy, non-partisan way, showing how acting on cli-
mate change can also boost the economy, and improve
health and national security.

The Island President

A film about President Mohamed Nasheed of the Mal-
dives, the lowest lying country in the world, as he tries to
keep his country from being swallowed up by the rising
tide.

The Magnitude of All Things

Jennifer Abbott looks at the emotional and psychological
aspects of the climate crisis. Travelling around the world,
she explores the relationship between grief and hope.
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definitions 132-3
demographics of deniers 138-9
denial as marker of Republican allegiance 38, 200
denial as self-protection mechanism 136-8, 200
deniers’ antagonism towards environmentalists 74, 146
deniers compared with doomers 163
fear as driver of denial 135-6
I Can Change Your Mind About Climate Change (TV docu-
mentary) 144-8
prevalence of in populations 1394
professional compared with amateur deniers 134
sceptics compared with deniers 132
silence as symptom and cause of 233-4
see also climate change scepticism and sceptics
zlimate change scepticism and sceptics 133-5

241



change of mind by sceptics 201
I Can Change Your Mind About Climate Change (TV docu-
mentary) 144-8
overcoming scepticism through connection with local
concerns 54
prevalence of in developed countries 40-1
scepticism as marker of conservative allegiance 38-9, 138,
200-1
scepticism from religious denominations 207
sceptics compared with deniers 132
see also climate change denial and deniers
climate change as social, cultural and political phenomenon
36-43, 49, 121-4
see also political dimensions of climate change
climate change’ terminology, compared with ‘global warm-
ing’ 101, 201
climate depression’ 154
see also mental health issues
_limate Flags project 168-73
_limate Institute (US) 39
_limate Museum (New York) 23-7
_limate Reality conference and training course (2019) 2, 20
Gela, Fred 81-2
Oposa, Anna 115
Webb, Torres 82
climate scientists
emotional responses experienced by 219-20
mental health issues experienced by 151-2; see also men-
tal health issues
_odling, Joanne 145-6
Cody, Emily 122
coffee cups, single-use versus reusable 68-9, 72
cognitive biases 42-3
ognitive dissonance 42
collapse porn’ 93
collective action 189-90
see also personal action to reduce climate change
collective responsibility 71, 77

242



see also blame-shifting; personal action to reduce climate
change
communication on climate change
communication compared with further research, relative
importance of 20
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giance 38, 200; see also climate denial and deniers
National Audubon Society case study 225-30
control, lack of, as agent of despair 158-9
_ox, Brian 19
cultural dimensions of climate change see climate change as
social, cultural and political phenomenon
_yprus 127

D

Jalai Lama 206

leath, effect of feelings about, in shaping response to climate
change 1034

Deep Adaptation 165-7

leficit model of science

243



communication see science communication
lenial see climate change denial and deniers
lespair 158-61, 173-5
constructive aspects of 165-8
definition 158
see also emotional resilience, building; mental health is-
sues
Je Young, Raymond 164
DiCaprio, Leonardo 74
Disengaged’ population segment 34
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pre-traumatic stress disorder 151-2
as rational response to climate change 155
see also emotional resilience, building; grief; loss
nessenger and message, relative importance of 57
Minchin, Nick 144-8
Monckton, Christopher 143
Morano, Marc 143, 146
Morrison, Scott 207
Moser, Susanne 189, 204-5
Musk, Elon 186
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