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			ADVANCE PRAISE FOR What We Think About When We Try Not To Think About Global Warming

			“The human brain is poorly equipped to cope with mind-numbing problems like climate change. Per Espen Stoknes tell us why—and then explains what we can do to change the way we think, act, and live. Highly recommended.”

			—John Elkington, cofounder of Volans, SustainAbility, and Environmental Data Services (ENDS) and coauthor of The Breakthrough Challenge

			“How, most effectively, to communicate the reality and ramifications of a slow-­motion planetary meltdown? Whether you are a scientist or a CEO, an activist or a slacker, this book provides a simple toolkit for breaking down frozen attitudes. As a work that surveys a great deal of psychological research, it’s at once accessible, practical, and—in its last third—richly reflective and evocative. In these concluding chapters, Stoknes wrestles eloquently with the ways in which earthly calamity reverberates and sometimes wreaks havoc in any person’s innermost sense of self and meaning.”

			—David Abram, author of The Spell of the Sensuous

			“In a fresh and intimate voice, Per Espen Stoknes navigates the obstacles and collective denial of climate change. Drawing on his own deep love of nature, he suggests ways to overcome our ‘Deep Grief’ by creating a spiritual connection with the air around us. In every way, this is a book full of new perspectives and insights.”

			—George Marshall, author of Don’t Even Think About It: Why Our Brains Are Wired to Ignore Climate Change

			“If information enlightened, then effective climate policies would have been put in place two decades ago, after the second IPCC assessment. The recent, massive fifth assessment enlightens only a teeny bit more. Stoknes’s small, powerful, readable book enables us to build the social networks that will lead to action and change our old stories, the blinders that comfort so many along our path to destruction. Read it, get to work, and find joy in being effective.”

			—Richard B. Norgaard, coauthor of The Climate Challenge Society and professor emeritus, University of California at Berkeley

			“Mahatma Gandhi said ‘First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, then you win.’ We’re in this last phase, but to win we need to change tactics, from using guilt to draw attention, to instead using persuasion to change behavior and policy at a mass scale. Per Espen Stoknes shows the way with this brilliant description of how to go with rather than against the flow of human nature and thus shift society to action. There is no more important challenge facing society today and Stoknes’s contribution is crucial.”

			—Paul Gilding, author of The Great Disruption

			“Science is no longer the bottleneck to action on climate change. Why do we so often ignore, deny, and resist the science? Why aren’t we outraged, demanding change? In a style both rigorous and personal, Per Espen Stoknes explains why, and, more importantly, offers strategies for success. A pleasure to read, this book can help us all become more understanding, more committed, more effective—and, along the way, more joyful.”

			—John Sterman, MIT Sloan School of Management and author of Business Dynamics: Systems Thinking and Modeling for a Complex World

			“Stoknes offers expert insights, drawn from the discipline of psychology and the art of storytelling, to the high-stakes quandary of our time: why the response to climate change has not, yet, come close to matching the overwhelming magnitude and sophistication of the scientific evidence. He peels away the multiple layers of passivity-inducing narratives and demonstrates how avoiding climate caricatures—apocalypse on one hand, ecotopia on the other—is the most effective way to prompt action. His alternative narratives, highlighting the many co-benefits of a switch away from fossil fuels, suggest a broad common ground across the ideological spectrum.”

			—Mark Schapiro, author of Carbon Shock: A Tale of Risk and Calculus on the Front Lines of a Disrupted Global Economy

			“Combining an entrepreneur’s innovation with an economist’s analytics and a psychologist’s knowledge of human behavior, Per Espen Stoknes gives us a much-needed guide to moving beyond the politics and paralysis that generally cripple action on climate change and provides us with concrete ways to inspire grounded hope for real climate solutions.”

			—Heidi Cullen, chief scientist, Climate Central 
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			—FOREWORD—

			Forty years ago, I worked on the MIT team that created The Limits to Growth, the report that caused a global debate that persists today. We had projected possible futures for a world that would be living beyond what its resources could sustain, and the message was not an easy one: endless physical growth was not possible, in the long term, on a finite planet. Our model showed that eventually, when pushed to its limit, the system that supports life on earth would crash. Unless we took steps toward sustainability.

			Ever since, I have been working to make sustainable development a reality, and as I see it, with very little success. The world is less sustainable today than it was in 1970 when I started my endless effort. We seem unable to act on what we know about realities like climate change, shrinking biodiversity, and depleting mineral resources. In 2011, I finally gave up, and wrote the book 2052: A Global Forecast for the Next Forty Years. In it, I describe what, given what I now know about human nature, will likely happen toward the middle of this century if global society continues not to listen to science-based advice. It is not an attractive future, and it makes me depressed to be reminded every day that I was not able to convince the world to create a much better one. Especially since this is fully possible, with limited sacrifice. 

			I share this so that you can understand why I am simply delighted that I agreed to write a foreword for Per Espen Stoknes’s book on climate psychology. This forced me to read the book first, and to my great surprise and pleasure, the reading changed my life. Or, to be more precise: it changed my mental frame from depression to hope.

			Per Espen’s message was not new to me. I have been a close colleague of his for fifteen years or so. But reading his new book did something to me that he has not been able to do orally over all these years. Reading his book gave me back the hope I had gradually lost during my forty years of futile struggle. 

			I now understand why my “rational” strategy during all those years failed, and is bound to keep failing. Pushing ever more information onto people who are in denial will never help. It will never help to further clarify the climate damage we are likely to face, and the sacrifice (albeit small) that would be needed to solve the problem. Instead, we must make it more attractive in the short term for a large group of citizens to take part in the creation of a new green future than to remain in the old fossil one.

			This can be done, says Per Espen, and I now agree, by arranging a new reality, where there is an opportunity for you to reduce your energy use in friendly competition with your neighbors. Where suppliers systematically make the green option the default choice. And where I, in my public talks, change from the apocalypse story to the happy story of economic revitalization, happiness, social justice, a good life, stewardship, and re-wilding. The happy version of a possible future is as real as the apocalyptic version—but much more inspiring.

			For realists like myself, Part III of the book is probably the most intriguing and helpful. I have felt for decades the burden of “Big Grief” when nature was increasingly destroyed around me. But I thought it was only me who felt that way. What a relief to hear Per Espen suggest the totally obvious fact that we humans are part of a totality (nature) and equally obviously are bothered (plagued and tormented, really) when parts of this totality are destroyed. What a pleasure to discover the hope that rests in the fact that this dissonance can be solved if we stop destroying nature. And, since stopping the destruction is the only way to remove the dissonance, it is likely to happen one day. We humans will remain in nature, and stop hurting it. 

			Jorgen Randers
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			My best moments come when I dwell in the house of gratitude. Appreciation and acknowledgments flow in so many directions, including to the air itself for the nourishment and beauty received through its light and restless flows. Clouds, pines, and sparrows have silently held the space around my writing cabin at Meheia, Norway, allowing words to flow through and settle down on the pages. Thanks, too, for the courage to cut and delete the superfluous fragments, which may then go and show up elsewhere. Writing may seem to be a solitary process, but—in other ways—it is an intimate immersion in a wider web of lives and intriguing ideas.

			Thus, this book synthesizes research from a wide span of disciplines, stands on many years of collaboration with colleagues, and draws on the work of many hundreds of courageous climate scientists, social scientists, psychologists, journalists, and communication professionals, as witnessed by the literature list. Without their work, insights, and contributions, What We Think About When We Try Not To Think About Global Warming could not exist. 

			The idea for the book came out of my collaboration with Jorgen Randers, with whom I shared a climate-strategy professorship at the Norwegian Business School’s Center for Climate Strategy, made possible by a grant from Toyota Motors. The insight about the need for the book came during one meeting in 2009, when we discussed the “decision-problem”—the reality that the lack of effective climate response is due not to a lack of facts or technology or policy solutions, but to “softer,” psychological reasons. At the time, no book was available on this topic. 
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			Above all, thanks to my wife, Anne Solgaard, who has unwaveringly reminded me of prioritizing my calling, and kept up her support for me when writing this book through life’s many ups and downs. 

			—INTRODUCTION—

			Battering One Another

			I was talking to a group of forty senior industry executives when the air in the hotel conference room began to feel charged. No more than ten minutes into my talk on climate psychology, I sensed a brewing discomfort in my stomach. Then one of their leading members cut me off from his first-row seat. “This global warming thing you’re talking about is very uncertain,” he declared. “It’s been hyped. There is even a Nobel Prize winner in physics, Professor Ivar Giaever, that has documented that global warming isn’t happening.”

			Such comments are not uncommon. I wasn’t very surprised. This topic was hot, the audience was feeling criticized by the global warming message, and I was being challenged. The glove had been thrown down. What could I say that they would hear? To go on with my next slide was not an option. The challenge couldn’t just be ignored. Those in the group were mostly white, mostly male, and mostly in suits and ties, like myself. The questioner’s voice was friendly, but I could feel the hostility mounting just under the surface.

			Something in the climate message is unsettling, maybe even disarranging to our minds. And in that hotel conference room, on a cool November day, the psychology of climate was being enacted in real time—ironically during my lecture on the very same subject.

			No wonder there is a gut reaction to shoot down the message. Or the messenger. Take “them” down. Kill the doom-mongering. After all, argument is war, and the climate debate has been exactly that. Just think about the word debate. The prefix de refers to “down,” as in depression. And bate—as in bat, one with which to hit the opponent—comes from the Latin word battere, to fight. So debate is fighting by hitting someone down with a bat.

			The climate debate has devolved into just such a deteriorating and desperate spiral. Many of those who doubt global warming are now seeing the record numbers of people hitting the streets demanding climate action. They may be noticing that large accounting firms, insurance associations, and military analysts are increasingly ranking climate as a serious risk to the economy and security. And they may even be experiencing firsthand heavier floods, longer droughts, or other effects of climate change. But even so, the debate rages on or is carefully avoided altogether.

			How much longer will so many people feel a need to combat climate and ecological science? Climate change is now a more divisive topic in the United States than abortion, gun control, the death penalty, or genetically modified crops.1

			If you want change to happen, hard confrontation is usually not productive. Coaches and psychotherapists know this. You don’t debate your client in the hope that you—the coach—win and they lose. The more you try to force change onto someone, the tougher the resistance. Getting into us-versus-them positions invites more ditch digging, not dialogue. The stronger argument rarely wins in practice, unless the opponent really wants to learn and explore. And even if you win today, the losers live to fight another day. They don’t go home and change their minds in wise reflection. I, at least, don’t change that way.

			Change can happen through dialogue, but what is needed first is curiosity, empathy, and focus on finding some common ground.

			For those of us who feel the unsettling winds of change in the air—literally—the time for debating with contrarians about whether climate change is happening is over. It’s no use trying to win the argument against those that have made up their minds to the contrary. We don’t even want to win over the climate contrarians so that they lose. What we want is movement out of the trenches. Attention. Common ground. Joint exploration of solutions. A shift toward new stories. And for that to happen, we first need to understand the internal resistance, the deadlock: What’s holding back the long-overdue shift? What’s stopping the facts of climate change from unsettling our minds enough that the much-needed swerve in public opinion can happen?

			So what did I reply to the group of executives? That I’m happy that up to 2 or 3 percent of climate researchers insist on thinking differently.2 Living with diversity may be taxing, but the alternative is usually worse. Diversity of species and diversity of minds are both indispensible to a vibrant earth as we move deeper into the twenty-first century. The executives could accept this line of reasoning; they know that having sufficiently diverse mind-sets when doing strategic analysis is critical to avoid groupthink in executive teams. We could proceed to the issues of fear messaging, worldviews, and new opportunities of green growth.

			But being happy about the thin, thin 2 to 3 percent slice of contrarian researchers does not give license to ignore the other 97 percent—even if ignoring the unsettling climate facts could be personally more convenient for my lifestyle. Choosing ignorance would let me off the hook of feeling implicated when I fly too much—or don’t contribute enough.

			The basics of greenhouse gas atmospheric warming are simple. The presence of certain gases traps more of the sunlight’s heat close to earth, so that less is radiated back out into space. Since the industrial revolution, our species has been releasing more of these gases into the air than are taken out by natural processes. This shifts the earth’s energy balance away from the delicate stability during which human civilization has flourished, leading to disruptive conditions for humans and today’s ecosystems. That’s about it. Three sentences.

			But the devil is in the details. Climate sciences at the planetary scale quickly become extremely complex. Since the ever-moving air is linked to rainfall, to clouds, to ground, to ocean, to chemistry, physics, biology, ecology—everything really—the issue starts spanning many, many disciplines. A person really needs years and years of dedicated training in order to understand just one of these disciplines at some depth. And this is even before we include human societies and the social sciences. In democracies, the question becomes what people should believe about this complexity. Which experts are to be trusted?

			What we see at this point is that around half of the population in rich countries chooses to side with the tiny sliver of 2 percent rather than the 98 for some reason or other.3 That is a fascinating paradox. Pretty scary, actually. And therefore worth thinking deeply about. What parent can today take to heart that within the lifetime of their newborn baby, the planet will become hotter than it’s been in millions of years?

			This book is about such paradoxes, responses, and solutions. Understanding human responses to climate change is clearly becoming just as important as understanding climate change itself. The main question is: What do our reactions to the climate change facts tell us about the way we think, what we do, and how we live in the world? And how can we use what we know about human nature—our own, and others’—to move beyond our psychological barriers to making a great climate swerve?

			Thinking About the Future

			Several years ago, not long after my divorce, I found myself walking back from my now ex’s new apartment, having left our kids at her place. Walking away alone. Our life project of the previous fifteen years was in ruins. Now what to do with my life? The pain from my broken dreams was as palpable as the freezing-cold night around me. I noticed the winter stars, and the waning old moon lingering just above the horizon, to the left of a tall office building next to my new attic in central Oslo.

			Then something unexpected happened. I could feel the air around me like never before. It seemed to descend from the sky itself, flow down from the moon, and rise up from the ground. It enveloped my hair, chilled each finger as I swung my arms and walked in its flow. I was walking with pain in my heart, but something new was opening before me, too, and I reached a decision I didn’t even know I was contemplating. The rest of my life, I decided right then and there, would revolve around climate-related work.

			If you’re thinking you’ve just opened a book by a new-age evangelizer, you can relax. The climate epiphany didn’t come out of nowhere. I had grown up in a family-owned, smelly fish factory on Norway’s gorgeous western fjord coast and later exercised the entrepreneurial and curious genes spawned there in the worlds of green tech and plasma physics. I had become a certified psychologist with a PhD in economics, and had been exploring future strategic scenarios, consulting across four continents, and wondering how my worlds of science and storytelling, therapy and policy, climate reality and human imagination might eventually collide. But I hadn’t yet accepted climate as a defining feature in my life’s work.

			It has taken some years to digest the answer that seemed to come right out of the open air that evening. Does the act of accepting personal loss open the heart to the more transpersonal pain of displaced peoples, forests and ocean, the furred and the finned ones? It certainly seemed that way. And it makes more sense each time and every day I reflect on it. Acknowledging distress on one level led me to connect better to it on another.

			In the years since, much of my climate-related work has been in collaboration with my older colleague Jørgen Randers, who back in 1972 co-­authored Limits to Growth—the book that sold millions around the world and launched a fierce debate on whether, and when, global consumption would overshoot our planet’s resources. We’ve taught futures thinking together at the Norwegian Business School for more than a decade, and have also run the Center for Climate Strategies together. After decades of watching the world fail to take meaningful action on key issues, especially climate change, Randers recently wrote up his thinking about the most likely global future in the bestseller 2052: A Global Forecast for the Next Forty Years. In it, he argues that rich countries will change their current course too slowly to avert severe climate disruptions. Innovation will lose to inertia. Humanity will hence fail the challenge to act on climate change before it reaches runaway proportions, in the main because people, capitalism, and democracy are too short-term to tackle the critical long-term climate issue.

			Business as usual, he predicts, will run its course, overshooting ecological limits toward 2052 and beyond, but with better resource efficiency and less frantic economic growth than we’ve seen in the previous four decades. Randers forecasts that by 2100 we’ll end up in a world three degrees Celsius (five degrees Fahrenheit) warmer. There’ll be no end to setbacks and troubles, but we’ll avoid the  apocalypse of runaway climate tipping points at least in this century.4 His story details a gray, muddling-through world, with slowing economic growth and mounting costs and consequences from climate impacts. Many, many natural species, habitats, and cultures, he worries, will gradually be lost, with the poorest people suffering the most.

			The question that drives me is: Is humanity up to the task? Are we humans inescapably locked into short-termism? Both Randers and I agree that we already have the necessary technical solutions for a low-emission society. But he feels sure that our thinking is too short-term and our behavior too self-interested to turn around rapidly enough to avert runaway climate change in the coming century. Like Randers, many today argue that humans seem hardwired to self-destruct and take the planet’s biological wealth down with us. Most do not even want to hear bad climate news.

			I’d like to think otherwise, hence this book is a guide for how to break free from such a future forecast. It looks deep into the psychology of the human response to climate change and shows how to bypass the psychological barriers to action. Can those barriers really be bypassed, and soon enough to matter? Randers and I have been arguing about this for years, often in front of our classes. Where Randers, the elderly wise physicist, sees the socioeconomic juggernaut run its inevitable course of overshoot and decline, Stoknes, the younger optimistic psychologist, maintains that there is more to humans and cultures than short-termism. I argue—to his amusement—that the climate paradox is resolvable, and that solutions are within reach. He doesn’t believe my scenario. I contest his forecast. So let’s get going and prove my dear colleague wrong.

			Confronting the Climate Paradox

			The climate paradox is easily evident. The scientific data and measurements about climate change and global warming are getting stronger and stronger. It’s not that scientists are alarmists—it’s that the science itself is alarming.5 Still, people in many countries seem to care less and less—particularly in wealthy petroleum-based economies such as the United States, Canada, Australia, and Norway.6 Heat waves are getting more frequent, stronger superstorms and typhoons are wreaking havoc in coastal settlements, sea levels are rising, the Arctic permafrost is melting faster than expected, corals and fish are dying, and there are more floods and droughts. I could continue, going through the whole usual list you will find in the fact-based scientific climate information, but I prefer to cut the litany short. Politicians have said for decades that they are concerned, and that “the time for action is now.”7 But talk is cheap, and there has been little decisive action and even fewer results.

			In short, we know more than ever about this issue, and the situation looks graver than we thought. The technological part of the transition promises to be the easiest. We have the solutions we need to fix climate change: from radical energy efficiency to renewable energy, better education for women, reforestation, and carbon capture. Easy. But the public and political will is lacking. Reason has won the public argument about climate, but so far lost the case. Even if there is widespread concern, most Westerners still choose to look away—despite the dire facts, or perhaps exactly because of them.

			Some of that apathy has its roots in deliberate denial and spin, but also to our susceptibility to it in the face of danger. So, part 1 of this book will take a detailed look into how the facts from the climate consensus are being shape-shifted into uncertainty, irrelevance, divisive fiction, hysteria, hoax, and conspiracy in the thinking of too many.

			But even those who have tried to convey the alarming facts and motivate action have—often without realizing it—failed us. There is a golden rule in coaching and psychotherapeutic approaches to creating change: Our habitual solutions often become part of the problem. The standard response to difficult problems is to double our efforts. We try harder, pushing the old solution yet again. Being even cleverer at it, but getting more and more frustrated when the results don’t turn out differently. Some deeply ingrained solutions are hard to unlearn. The solutions pushed by many environmental organizations have become part of the problem.

			This is very evident in most attempts to communicate climate science to the public. When people aren’t convinced by hearing the scientific facts of climate change, then the facts have been repeated and multiplied. Or shouted in a louder voice. Or with more pictures of drowning polar bears, still-bleaker facts, even more studies.8 Still no response? Then the rule of thumb has been to try to shout louder yet. Make a hair-raising video with emotive music showing that we’re heading for the cliff. Or write the umpteenth report for widespread distribution with the new facts, unequivocal documentation, and lots of graphs, scientific references, and tables. Some are still surprised—or arrogantly annoyed—at all those people who just don’t get it.

			On the solutions front, carbon prices have been a favorite. We must raise CO2 taxes, increase emission quota prices, and so on. In a perfect economic world with perfect markets, the Solution with capital S is no doubt to set the right global cap and then the right cost for greenhouse gas emissions. When producing industrial goods in a global world, the associated “bads” of emissions should be taxed in an efficient manner. The polluter should pay. Both politicians and voters should support the carbon tax.

			However, there is no global right price that all governments can agree on across cultures and local economies, despite the economic model saying this is the ideal. Neither is there one fair model for sharing emission rights among countries. Blaming politicians for these shortcomings doesn’t bring much progress. Nor are there any institutions that can design and maintain the frameworks needed for this global top-down pricing and enforcement system to work.9 Just assuming there ought to be and arguing from that assumption, as many economists have been doing, is acting like Peter Pan: believing that because we want it to happen, it should happen. Psychologists can recognize this as a form of wishful thinking, which is common not just among children, but among adults, too. But Peter Pan miracles only work in Neverland. Not here on earth.

			For too long we’ve relied solely on this double push: More facts will finally convince the wayward about climate change. And there must be a global price on carbon emissions. Both are highly rational and uttered with the best of intentions, but neither is rooted in messy social reality or guided by how our brains actually think.

			Don’t get me wrong. I love rationality and clarity. I give offerings at the altar of Apollo, god of reason, logic, and academia. I’m not in any sense opposed to better facts, more rational communication, or higher prices on emissions. But rationality unfortunately has its limits. I wish as much as anyone concerned with the future of two-leggeds and more-than-human lives that this double push, gloriously rational as it is, would have been sufficient. Then it would already have solved our common problem. Yet it has repeatedly failed. Frustration, despair, and apathy have been the psychological outcomes.

			The alternative to continuing pushing what doesn’t work is: Try something else! And do more of what actually does work. There are hundreds of inspiring cases and examples out there that are already happening without waiting for a top-level climate treaty or high carbon price. Therefore, in part 2, I will review new examples and emerging strategies. These are things that are proven to work, based on human nature as described by psychologists and other social scientists. We’ll explore how to use the power of social networks and norms, frame the climate issues in more supportive metaphors that avoid emotional backfiring, make taking action simpler and more convenient, and make better use of storytelling. Signals that give feedback on our progress are vital, too.

			Luckily there is no need to shift everyone in modern democracies. Typically around 40 to 60 percent of people are already concerned, and politicians in principle only need a majority to press through stronger measures.10 The challenge now is how to convert the felt concern into prioritizing the climate issue relative to other issues. Roughly one or two in ten need to shift into giving greater priority to ambitious climate policies. That would create a voter majority in favor of a great swerve.11

			If part 1 explores how we think about climate and part 2 explores what new things we can do, then part 3 explores how we choose to be in the world. We (Western) humans have long understood ourselves and our economic systems as separate from the air, clouds, soils, rivers, and waters. The climate crisis seems to be forcing a slowly dawning recognition that we’re intricately and intimately woven in with air, land, and sea. That lungs and leaves go together. And it’s not just on the large, societal level. Where does your own self end and where does the air or water begin? Is the air inside my lungs me? The oxygen in my blood? Is the air I exhale not me? Is the water I drink, that comes into my cells, not me? The bacteria in my gut or on my skin?

			And what about the village, town, or mega-city in which I live? We say, “I’m a New Yorker.” My “self” is a web of relations. As humans, we are permeable to water, air, and food from the land. We’re intimately connected to earthly flows, our technologies as well as more-than-human beings in myriad ways. So part 3 questions whether we can continue to regard the world as out-there and separate from us, and shows how to make peace with the restless, living air.

			—PART I—

			Thinking

			UNDERSTANDING THE CLIMATE PARADOX 

			We see and hear what we are open to noticing.

			—Jerome Bernstein

			—ONE—

			The Psychological Climate Paradox

			We know that climate science facts are getting more solidly documented and disturbing year by year.1 We also know that most people either don’t believe in or do not act upon those facts.

			It forces the simple question: Why?

			All science academies in the world have double-checked the climate facts and the models.2 Skeptics have triple-checked them. Even skeptics previously funded by the petroleum industry, such as Berkeley Earth, are now convinced.3 The science is settled on the question of whether human-made global warming is happening. This book will not review that science, since that has been covered repeatedly elsewhere.4 The remaining scientific questions are those of how rapidly? How much? What, where, and how strong will the local impacts be as we crawl through the century? These questions, too, are outside my scope. This book’s core question is rather how people respond to such messages, not the facts themselves. Facts and beliefs are very different things. If new facts don’t support a person’s beliefs, often “the facts bounce off.”5

			To communicate the facts to the public, the same social experiment has been repeated over and over: Simply give people the information, and then wait and see if the facts trickling into their mind will convince them to change their behavior. The outcome has been consistently underwhelming.6 But that hasn’t held rational people like climate scientists, public servants, and environmentalists back from trying the same experiment on the public again and again—each time with yet more facts and, each time, for some weird reason, expecting a different outcome. But inadvertently, conventional climate communications have triggered more distancing, not increased concern and priority.

			So climate change enlightenment was fun while it lasted, as George Monbiot noted.7 But it is now limp and dead.

			So dead, in fact, that it is moving backward. Surprisingly, the level of concern among both laypeople and politicians has actually been decreasing—especially in many wealthy countries—over the last two decades.8 This is the opposite of what you’d expect from scientific reasoning. As figure 1.1 shows, in the United States concern about climate change has weakened overall since 1989, despite that the objective data have been strengthened with thousands of studies and reports. The same holds true for other rich nations. Norway, a rich oil country, shows an even stronger decline in concern (see figure 1.2). Some psychological studies even point to a strange relationship between global warming denial and speaking English in particular, since the United States, UK, and Australia are countries with waning levels of average public concern.9
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					Figure 1.1. US responses to the question, “How much do you personally worry about the greenhouse effect or global warming?” Source: Gallup, 2014.
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					Figure 1.2. Norwegian responses to the question, “How concerned are you about greenhouse effects and climate change?” Source: Ipsos MMI, 2014.

			

            
			In a 2013 study, the Pew Research Center asked people around the world to rate their concern over climate change, financial instability, and Islamic extremism, among other topics. For US residents, concern over climate ranked lowest (see figure 1.3), while concern about climate ranked highest for the public in developing countries.

			This weird state of affairs calls for a radical rethinking in how to communicate climate change. It seems that for most people in rich countries, the climate message of increasing disaster, damage, and doom is uncomfortable to live with. It tells us that we are partly at fault for the destruction of the planet. Further, the scientific message and the recommended policies (carbon taxes, regulations, less travel) are not just inconvenient, but highly unpalatable, almost unspeakable in some circles. These awkward feelings must then be done away with.

			One psychological reaction might be to deprioritize the issue. And that is what many do. After all, it’s not that there is no concern about climate change. A clear majority (54 percent) is concerned across all countries.10 But more tangible worries such as job security, financial turmoil, school quality, and health have all reduced the priority for climate in Western societies over the past years. Faced with nearer concerns, the worries for climate are displaced. As their top environmental concerns, Asian Pacific consumers cite water shortages and local air pollution. North Americans and Europeans cite water pollution and shortages.11 When ranking the top public overall policy concerns, the climate typically gets even lower ratings, like nineteenth out of twenty on the list, way below strengthening the economy, jobs, terrorism, and education. So despite the general climate worry, when prioritizing the concerns, climate loses out both as a top policy concern and among other environmental concerns.12
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					Figure 1.3. Global and regional views on major threats to their country. The graph shows the responses to the question, “I’d like your opinion about some possible international concerns for [survey country]. Do you think that [global climate change] is a major threat, a minor threat, or not a threat to [survey country]?” Source: Pew Research Center, 2013.

			

            
            
			Others take it a step—or many steps—farther than just low priority. Faced with the psychological burden of climate information, they decide the science itself must be false. Very creative psychological solutions are quite easy to come up with in order to dispel the climate science. Many therefore prefer to label climate change as natural: “It’s always changing.” And they decide to view global warming as an exaggerated media story. If you can convince yourself it is not important, it can then be dismissed. Others ridicule it as a hoax, or a conspiracy against free thought, free choice, and free enterprise. They might say that the scientific consensus just displays groupthink among a greedy, closely knit power-hungry sect calling themselves scientists. Some call it a new irrational religion. Neo-Marxist propaganda. A trick to get more research money. And a threat to our Western way of life, which, as George H. W. Bush famously declared, “is not up for negotiation.” All of this, and more, has been floated in the wide world of denial.

			How and why did climate science turn into a politically alienating issue? Clearly, if there ever was a common cause for humanity, a shared vision of the put-a-man-on-the-moon type, then working together to maintain a stable and friendly climate for our societies now and into the future could or should be it. How and why has such a potentially unifying vision turned out increasingly divisive?

			Now, paradoxes are neither new nor rare. This is not the first time humans have acted paradoxically. We talk about peace and go to war. We love our children, yet hurt them. We want to be slim, yet overeat. We work out to be healthy, yet smoke and drink too much later the same day. We praise the wilderness, and cut it down. We talk about the long term, and act as if only the short term matters. In other words, we two-leggeds are predictably irrational.

			So the point here is not to flagellate and criticize our all-too-human selves for not being consistent, for not infallibly speaking with one voice, for not meekly obeying the rational facts. Rather, double standards are the rule. We pretend to be rational while behaving irrationally. No lack of paradox in the human psyche. And we shouldn’t expect there to be. Therefore, it is now time to have a more generous, empathic look at our climate irrationality—as well as at how this has been exploited by certain interests.

			We need a more compassionate understanding of how our paradoxical, many-voiced psyche is responding to news of the ongoing shifts in the climate. We’re suddenly face-to-face with the responses of the air itself to human emissions. The air is shifting its ways since we’ve changed its makeup, shifting the way it flows, murmurs, and roars, its own Logos. At some level we are aware we’re causing this shift ourselves. We know we’ve done something irreversible. Just like Adam and Eve, we’ve eaten the prohibited apple. Only this one is a carbon apple, the black fruit from ancient trees in the prehistoric gardens. Yet we pretend we’re innocent. Or that we didn’t know what we did. As if we weren’t black all around our insatiable mouths. We naïvely expect we can dump billions and billions of tons of gaseous pollution into this Eden, this thin air skin of the earth, this highly complex and delicate weather dance, and there will be, should be, no consequences at all. It truly is a weird, wide world of denial out there.

			—TWO—

			“Climate Is the New Marx”: The Many Faces of Skepticism and Denial

			On a personal note: I am a scientific skeptic, and thus a climate skeptic. I’ve spent most of my professional life consulting with and teaching about how to deal with uncertainties in our future, specializing in scenario methods.1 Of course, the numbers used in future climate change scenarios are uncertain. Science always deals with estimates and probabilities, not with absolutes. The climate models are fed with approximate data and then calculated with error bars. The temperature projections for the coming century and centuries contain substantial uncertainty. The skeptic attitude is essential to the scientific process itself. Good climate scientists and peer reviewers must be critical and skeptical about both the input and output of experiments, measurements and models. Skepticism as philosophy says there is no such thing as absolute scientific proof of any statement about the world.

			But skepticism has its limits in practice. Uncertainties pertain to some areas more than others. Some knowledge is certain enough, even if it might in principle be proved false in the future. For instance, while you are sleeping tonight, somebody may remove the floor beside your bed. So when you step out of your bed, you may fall many meters. A radical skeptic must remember to check that the floor is still there each time he gets out of bed. Or that the tires on his car haven’t been removed while he was shopping. And check the brakes and . . . tiresome, isn’t it?2

			The limits to legitimate skepticism may best be described by the phrase beyond reasonable doubt. It has to do with a clear balance of evidence. Among scientific certainties that are beyond reasonable doubt are: that the earth revolves around the sun, that natural selection has formed species, that DNA is a form of code for cellular proteins, that excessive smoking increases lung cancer, that DDT kills off insects until they develop resistance, that E = mc2, that increasing CO2 levels in the atmosphere trap heat, that trapping solar heat leads to higher average temperatures in air, ocean, and soils over time. 

			It is a good thing for all of us that some thinkers and scientists take the effort to seriously question and audit every one of such commonly accepted certainties from time to time. Maybe we got something wrong some time back. If someone is convinced there are fundamental errors, and puts in serious efforts to research and document findings that support that contrarian claim, those efforts are invaluable to science. Consensus around the dominant paradigm needs deep questioning from time to time to avoid becoming too stale and dogmatic. This is part and parcel of the scientific method and process, indeed key to its developement.3 Still, if the supporting data is massive at a point in time, then this evidence is beyond reasonable doubt. Such facts—or even “truths”—are solid enough to be acted upon, while a few contrarians keep up their valuable, critical work.

			We should also remember that there is lots of skepticism voiced among the mainstream climate scientists. They question and quarrel over one another’s results and models at great lengths. They are skeptics who think critically about results, and question assumptions for projections. Science itself is really systematized skepticism. Thus, being a skeptic is, in science, a generally positive label. What often passes as a climate skeptic in media parlance, however, is an altogether different type of cake.

			The media has transferred the label to people who consistently choose to believe in the opposite of carefully critiqued climate science evidence. That choice may result from what psychologists call denial, a term that unfortunately is too often used as a pejorative or insult. The point is that some people are unflinchingly convinced that climate science is wrong or unsettled. This is not a skeptic position, but one of faith. Often these people even use the rhetoric of skepticism to cleverly cover up an underlying fundamentalist stance.

			A genuine scientific skeptic would say something like this: “Based on the balance of evidence we have up till today, human-made global warming seems grave and very likely. But you can’t rule out that maybe, next year or next decade, we might have even better knowledge, either way.” Few things would make me happier than if it turns out, ten or twenty years from now, that CO2 emissions aren’t as destructive as the evidence shows today. That would buy us a little more time to respond. But I remain highly skeptical about that possibility, since the heating and acidification have been demonstrated beyond reasonable doubt. Still, it cannot be completely ruled out. We cannot become believers in a certain climate scenario, even if the balance of evidence is very clear today.

			The climate deniers, however, are those who say they are convinced the whole thing is overblown, wrong, a hoax. Or a conspiracy. And they use ridicule and scorn to argue their viewpoint. So while most media mixes skeptics and deniers, in this book I’ll reserve the term climate skeptics for those with genuine skepticism. I’ll use contrarians for the few who hold skeptical, rational minority positions,4 and climate deniers for those with a belief-based and anti-skeptic attitude. A detailed exposition of the psychological dynamics underlying this type of denial is—sadly—very much needed at this time.

			I have been collecting ‘species’ of denial for years in my home office, like others collect stamps or coins for curiosity and learning. I think it is important to see and study the actual wording and reasoning in some detail, so that we can get a feel for how the mind moves. If you feel that the quotes below become tedious, jump to the next section. I think the following selections are intriguing specimens:5

			•	One Norwegian populist politician, Per-Willy Amundsen, explained his position to a major newspaper: “Some climate fundamentalists see nothing but climate change in every hurricane or extreme weather event. People now believe they have to move up in the mountains if the Greenland ice melts . . . [but] Karl Marx is dead. Socialism is defeated. To replace Marxist theories, the left are now picking up climate theories. For them, this is all about finding new excuses for taxing and controlling the people. Previously it was capitalism that was destroying the world. Now it is the climate. For socialists adrift with no proper anchor, climate theory is now the best to believe in.”6

			•	The US public policy pundit Pat Michaels used his Forbes column in 2010 and 2011 to claim that there hasn’t been “much warming since the late 1990s,” a claim he makes repeatedly.7 He is joined at Forbes by Larry Bell, a professor of architecture, who claims there is a “feverish hunt for evidence of a man-made global warming crisis” because the planet is actually cooling, and that “continued cooling may jeopardize climate science and green energy funding.”8 The same Larry Bell also published a book in 2011 on the “global warming hoax,” intended to bring “welcome relief to all those who are fed up with climate crisis insanity.”9

			•	Kentucky state representative Kevin Sinnette, a Democrat, holds the opinion in 2014 that climate change didn’t kill the dinosaurs, so human beings should be just fine now: “The dinosaurs died, and we don’t know why, but the world adjusted. And to say that this is what’s going to cause detriment to people, I just don’t think it’s out there.”10

			The US House of Representatives has a pretty outstanding record of climate denials, from which I’ll quote quite a number (though there are many, many more to pick from):11

			•	Chairman Emeritus Joe Barton (R-TX) stated that “the science is not settled and the science is actually going the other way.”

			•	Ed Whitfield (R-KY), the chairman of the Subcommittee on Energy and Power, called on Al Gore to “come clean about the real science surrounding climate change and let the American people come to their own conclusions on global warming.”

			•	John Shimkus (R-IL), the chairman of the Subcommittee on Environment and the Economy, rejected the dire warnings of climate scientists and said the earth “will end only when God declares it is time to be over. Man will not destroy this earth. This earth will not be destroyed by a flood.”

			•	John Sullivan (R-OK), vice chair of the Subcommittee on Energy and Power, stated, “I don’t think anyone could come to any conclusion whether it is real or not. Until we can see sound science that’s truthful, I don’t think anyone can make a decision based on that.”

			•	Michael Burgess (R-TX) stated that “no one knows” whether humankind is responsible for climate change. He said it is “just the height of chutzpah for us to be claiming that man made effects can change something as profound as the climate on this planet. The climate has changed over eons. Man has had nothing to do with it.”

			•	Morgan Griffith (R-VA) called it “reckless” to cut greenhouse gas emissions “in order to address a scientific theory—man-made global warming—that many scientists do not even believe is happening.”

			•	At a press conference in connection with the Doha December 2012 climate negotiations, US senator James Inhofe (R-OK) said, “It’s time to put an end to these lavish, absurd global warming conferences and focus on the real problems that we face as a country. The focus of this year’s global warming conference, like all the conferences before, is not about the environment. It’s about one thing: spreading the wealth around.”12 Inhofe also said, in 2003, “With all of the hysteria, all of the fear, all of the phony science, could it be that man-made global warming is the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people? It sure sounds like it.”13

			•	A US think tank called Committee for a Constructive Tomorrow released a report, Extreme Weather 2012, that “debunks claims that severe weather is becoming more frequent, a common assertion of global warming activists in the wake of Hurricane Sandy.” The author, Marc Morano, said his report “reveals that the latest peer-reviewed studies, data and analysis undermine the case that the weather is more ‘extreme’ or ‘unprecedented.’ On every key measure, claims of extreme weather in our current climate fail to hold up to scrutiny.”14

			•	Lord Christopher Monckton, another prominent self-proclaimed climate skeptic, writes: “For years the true-believers had gotten away with pretending that ‘climate deniers’—their hate-speech term for anyone who applies the scientific method to the climate question—do not accept the basic science behind the greenhouse theory . . . The IPCC never had a useful or legitimate scientific purpose. It was founded for purely political and not scientific reasons. It was flawed. It has failed. Time to sweep it away. It does not even deserve a place in the history books, except as a warning against the globalization of groupthink, and of government.”15

			•	A Washington Times editorial states: “Even though the official charts show no significant warming trend in the past 15 years, the planet may be even cooler than the IPCC figures suggest. [Meteorologist] Mr. Watts, who runs the Watts Up With That website, points out that IPCC is using adjusted data. In a forthcoming scientific paper, he demonstrates that improper placement of weather stations has resulted in the temperature increase being overstated by 92 percent. The last thing government officials want to hear is that the planet isn’t actually warming.”16

			•	In Australia, Alan Moran, an economist and director of the Institute of Public Affairs Deregulation Unit, writes: “Alarmist stories about greenhouse gases causing catastrophic warming continue to be aired in the media. Notwithstanding the lack of evidence, global warming is even being blamed for hurricanes and an apocryphal disappearance of polar bears. Yet, the only solid measure of the warming, the NASA satellite data, shows that over the 27 years that data has been available, warming has been at a negligible rate of 0.13 degrees Celsius per decade.”17

			•	Alex Jones’s website infowar.com wrote in September 2013, after the first release of IPCC’s 5th Assessment Report: “Even the latest UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report seems to indicate that an era of global cooling is now underway, according to many scientists. It turns out that global warming predictions were little more than doom-and-gloom fear mongering based on failed computer models. For example, in 2007, the BBC reported that the Arctic would be ‘ice-free’ by the summer of 2013.”

			The BBC article did not say “would” but “could.”18 Sometimes shifting just one letter makes a lot of difference. The BBC article also contained the statement, “It might not be as early as 2013 but it will be soon, much earlier than 2040.”

			There is a true abundance of such quotes, but I won’t indulge in more. They crop up particularly in unedited blogs, think-tank-funded publications, and commentaries on the Internet, where many repeat and refer to one another. And in the mass media, these active denials are often quoted by journalists who want to give “both sides” a voice, which in practice means that a few prominent trigger-happy deniers get proportionally much more media coverage than the 98 percent majority of skeptical yet concerned climate scientists.19 Anyone can look up a climate science news article in online news media. Then scroll down and have a look at the comments section, where readers can voice their opinions. You will always find someone eager to tear apart the article, the messenger, and the science. I picked these two, more or less at random:

			The problem with AGW [anthropogenic global warming], which is essentially a religious type cult, is to weave a narrative of the world for the believers. You may be losing control of publications—old timers are still sure that nothing anti AGW will ever make it through peer review . . . People who believe that less Arctic ice in September causes an Oklahoma storm next May will believe in EVERYTHING. In everything, yes, as long as there is SOMETHING, no matter how far fetched.20

			In this one, from WattsUpWithThat, the anonymous commenter Cheshirered calls for responsibility:

			It is surely time for a collective call to account to be issued—by a single body representing all sceptic organisations, scientists, journalists and blogs, to those responsible for this nonsense: the IPCC, leading alarmists & NGO’s, the national governments of the US, UK, and the EU and to the alarmist media. It’s time they were held to account for wrongly promoting what are now transparently failed projections, improbable scenarios and impossible outcomes. AGW theory is dying on the vine right before our eyes. There is not one key indicator that is falling in favor of AGW theory. It’s way past time those responsible for pushing this junk are held responsible.21

			In these last two quotes, gleams of paranoid reasoning, threats, and ardent anger spill through the language. There are many, many, many more such comments out there.22 It is clearly the case that climate science results generate a lot of heated resistance and opposition.23 The climate issue seems to attract a lot of discontent, and works as a projection screen onto which it can be vented.

			States of Denial

			What makes the above examples cases of denial? Are they not just free speech, ordinary and acceptable differences in opinion? One says this, another says that. Everyone is—in democracies and on the Internet—entitled to their own opinion. But everyone is not entitled to decide upon and make up their own scientific facts. You may be free to state that you don’t like some scientific results. But not to twist or label “junk” or “pseudo-science” those you don’t like. Nor to communicate cherry-picked subsets of facts in any way that pleases you.

			On the other hand, razor-sharp critique and contra arguments are not just welcome, but necessary. It is good that people want to independently audit scientific results and demand access to the raw data. We must welcome engagement for better transparency and repeatability of scientific methods. There is always much to correct and improve in science. Scientists make mistakes all the time. That’s why peer-review and skeptic arguments are vital.

			But there is a vast difference between putting forth a point of critical view, honestly held and well argued, and intentionally sowing the seeds of confusion in an angry rant because one feels affronted by scientific results. Sometimes the line is subtle and hard to spot. But usually, if you look at the manner and style of speaking, then the red temper, capitalization of letters, sarcasm, and ridicule employed unwittingly expose the underlying motivation. It is not to promote a free, skeptical, tough-minded view, but to mock and discredit the “other” side. Free speech does not grant a license to deceive, shame, or threaten.

			Denial was originally a psychological concept, influenced in particular by the founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud. He described it as an automatic inner infantile defense mechanism that protects the ego, or our “I,” against perceived threats. This mechanism kicks in automatically to avoid the feelings of fear, anxiety, or hostility, in particular those arising from inside our own unconscious.24 Since Freud’s time, our understanding of denial has undergone a long series of updates and revisions.

			My working definition of denial follows sociology professor Stanley Cohen’s thorough review in the classic book States of Denial. Cohen studies how people and governments choose to ignore and deny facts about atrocities and suffering, from apartheid to Palestine. He asserts that denial stems from the need to
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