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Warming of the climate system is 

unequivocal, as is now evident from 

observations of increases in global 

average air and ocean temperatures, 

widespread melting of snow and ice, 

and rising global average sea level. 

(IPCC, Climate Change 2007: The physical science 

basis: Summary for policymakers, 2007, 5).



HISTORY OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

2005-2025 - REAP THE WHIRLWIND

2025-2050 ïPLANETARY PURGATORY

2050-2100 ïHELL AND HIGH WATER

Joseph Romm, Hell and High Water, New York,    

William Morrow, 2007.



Global Heating: How Long Have We Got?

Short window to reverse things:
·We have a short period ïa very short period ïin which to prevent the planet 
from starting to shake us offô - George Monbiot, Heat, Toronto, Doubleday 
Canada, 2006, 15.

·We have only four years left for Obama to set an example to the rest of the 
world ïJim Hansen, Goddard Institute for Space Studies, NASA, Observer, 
18 January 2009

· Less than a hundred months to act ïPrince Charles, 8 March 2009

Too late to reverse things:
· Our future is like that of the passengers on a small pleasure boat sailing 

quietly above the Niagara Falls, not knowing that the engines are about to 
fail ïJames Lovelock, The revenge of Gaia, London, Allen Lane, 2006, 6.

· It is already five minutes past midnightïElizabeth Colbert, Field notes from 
a catastrophe: A frontline report on climate change, London, Bloomsbury, 
2007.



We can avoid the direst scenarios but 

there is no óbusiness as usualô

óPast and future anthropogenic carbon dioxide 

emissions will continue to contribute to warming 

and sea level rise for more than a millennium, 

due to timescales required for removal of the gas 

from the atmosphereô 

ïIPCC, 2007



GLOBAL HEATING: A SPECTRUM OF 
RESPONSES

· WELCOME

· REFUTATION

·AVOIDANCE

·ACTION (COGNITIVE DISSONANCE WITH 
DISPLACEMENT)

·ACTION (COGNITIVE ALIGNMENT WITH 
COMMITMENT)



MORI POLL, 2007, TIPPING POINT OR 
TURNING POINT?
·88% of British public think climate change is happening

·41% think humans are responsible or partly responsible

·21% support increasing cost of flying

·14% support increasing price of petrol

óWe are willing to take action and ñdo our bitò, but so long 
as it doesnôt intrude or impinge on the most important 
aspects of our lifestyles.  é(It is) the climate change 
equivalent of Orwellian Doublethink, or cognitive 
polyphasia.ô (MORI, 2007)



COGNITIVE DISSONANCE

óCONSENSUS TRANCE REALITYô 

(Charles Tart, Waking Up: Overcoming the 

Obstacles to Human Potential, 1986)



Psychology as much as science will thus determine the 
planetôs fate, because action depends on overcoming 
denial, among the most paralysing of human responses.
While it affects most of us in varying degrees, denial 
runs particularly deep among those with heavy stakes in 
the status quo, including the political and business 
leaders with power to shape the global agenda.  This 
kind of denial can be as dangerous to society and the 
natural environment as an alcoholicôs denial is to his or 
her own family.  Because they fail to see the addiction as 
the principal threat to their well-being, alcoholics often 
end up by destroying their own lives.  Rather than facing 
the truth, denialôs victims choose slow suicide.  In a 
similar way, by pursuing lifestyles and economic goals 
that ravage the environment, we sacrifice long-term 
health and well-being for immediate gratification ïa 
trade-off that cannot yield a happy ending.  

}

-Sandra Postel, Denial in the decisive decade. 

In Brown, L.R. & L. Starke (eds.), State of the world 1992, New York, Norton, 4.



THE ADDICTION

(At the heart of) the addictive trap is an 

illusion of power and control that has 

become progressively compulsive, 

acquisitive, manipulative and destructiveéIn 

addictive commitment to power, we 

ourselves have become quite powerless, but 

like all addicts we vehemently deny and 

disown that fact.

-Diarmuid OôMurchu, Quantum theology, New York,     

Crossroad, 2004.



But the thought that worries me most is this.  As people in 

rich countriesébegin to wake up to what science is saying, 

climate-change denial will look as stupid as Holocaust 

denial, or the insistence that AIDS can be cured with 

beetroot.  But our response will be to demand that the 

government acts, while hoping that it doesnôt.  We will wish 

our governments to pretend to act.  We get the moral 

satisfaction of saying what we know to be right, without the 

discomfort of doing it.  My fear is that the political parties in 

most rich nations have already recognized this.  They know 

that we want tough targets, but that we also want those 

targets to be missed.  They know that we will grumble about 

their failure to curb climate change, but that we will not take 

to the streets.  They know that nobody ever rioted for 

austerity.  

George Monbiot, Heat, Toronto, Doubleday Canada, 2006, 41-2.



The financial meltdown has certainly eclipsed 

climate change as the crisis de jour.  éThis is a 

most dangerous state of affairs. Itôs like finding 

out that you have got cancer, but then delaying 

going to the doctorôs for treatment for a few 

months because you want to repaint your 

house.  No doubt your house needs a lot of 

work, but ultimately thereôs little point if you 

wonôt be around to enjoy it.

- Jess Worth, New Internationalist, January/February 2009



THE óINDUSTRIAL GROWTH SOCIETYô

·Cannot last in that óit is inexorably and 
exponentially destroying itselfô

·Evidence of ósystemic runawayô that should órivet 
our attention, summon up the blood and bond us 
in collective actionô

·Apatheia: the inability or refusal to experience 
pain

- Joanna Macy & Molly Young Brown, Coming Back to Life: 
Practices to reconnect out lives, our world (1998)



WESTERN CULTURAL CONDITIONING



FEAR OF PAIN



FEAR OF DESPAIR



FEAR OF APPEARING MORBID



FEAR OF GUILT



FEAR OF CAUSING DISTRESS


