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Factsheet 23: Confusions about climate change  

 

Here are some reasons why it is hard to think 
about climate change: 
 
The two meanings of “environment” 
 
Climate change is an environmental issue. This can 
lead quickly to two confusions. 
 
The first confusion arises because there are two 
meanings of 'environmental'. It means how things 
look, but it also means the complex ecological web 
of life. These are not the same things.  
  
For many people, the environment is the place of 
beauty. It is a landscape, an unspoiled, wild place. 
What matters is how it looks and how it makes you 
feel. So, for instance, you preserve the 
environment by making sure that an 'ugly' wind 
farm is not built in a beautiful valley.   
  
Climate change is about the other meaning of 
environment. Climate change will be destructive 
for humanity and a large proportion of living 
species will disappear. This will of course change 
how things look. But the important thing about 
climate change is the death and suffering.  
  
So, for instance, you support building a wind farm 
in a beautiful valley.  
  
There is also a widespread assumption that 
because climate change is an environmental issue, 
the trade off for actions on climate change are 
environmental. If some action is good for stopping 
climate change, then it has to be compared to the 
bad consequences it has for other environmental 
matters. 
  
This is the wrong trade-off. Wars, for instance, 
have terrible environmental impacts. But no one 
argues against a war for environmental reasons.  
They concentrate instead on death, suffering, and 
which side is in the right. Climate change is like 
war, not like beauty. It will mean suffering, 

refugees, floods, droughts, famines, and epidemics. 
These are the key trade-offs, not natural beauty. 
 
Blaming the unwashed 
 
Another thing that makes it difficult to think about 
climate change is the common habit of blaming 
ordinary people for doing nothing about climate 
change.  
  
Politicians who don't want to act do this. So do 
company executives who don't want action. And so 
do many climate activists when people don't listen 
to them.  
  
But most ordinary people have been told the 
following about climate change: 
  
“It will be terrible. The only way to stop it is a 
massive reduction in your standard of living. But 
you won't do that. You're too greedy. So it's your 
fault all your grandchildren will die horrible deaths. 
But even if you did try to do something, there's no 
point, because other people are all greedy too.” 
  
People believe this message. Because they believe 
it, and it's hopeless, they don't want to hear it. 
They just want you to shut up and go away. 
  
To engage people, you have to give them possible 
solutions. And they have to be solutions the person 
listening to you knows they can help bring about. 
 
The point here is basic trade union wisdom. If 
workers are not listening to you, it is not because 
they are apathetic or happy. Maybe it's something 
to do with how you are talking, or what you are 
doing, or whether or not they trust you. So it is 
with climate change. 
  
But with climate change there is also another 
common, but hidden, assumption. This says that 
only privileged, well educated people in rich 
countries are likely to care about climate change. 
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Workers in the north and most people in the south 
are too poor to care. Or too stupid to understand, 
because climate change is a complicated scientific 
issue. Or ignorant, because they are uneducated, 
so why explain it to them? Or greedy. 
  
Or poor people are only concerned with survival, 
so they can't think about the environment. (As if 
climate change was not about survival.)  
  
Or climate change will be happening somewhere 
else, and workers only care about this country.  
  
These assumptions are very widespread in 
discussions of climate change. More often than 
not, they are unsaid, but you can hear them behind 
what people are saying. When this happens, it 
helps everyone if you bring the assumption gently 
into the open. The people can debate if it's true. 
   
None of this means that many workers are not 
apathetic, or reluctant to act, or frightened, or 
selfish. All these things are true, more or less, of all 
of us. But they are not the starting point for action 
on climate change. All of us are also more or less 
caring, brave and selfless. The starting point for 
action is to understand the complexity of people's 
reactions, and go for the points that will move 
them to action. 
 
Long term planning 
 
Another problem with thinking about climate 
change is that we need action to cope with 
something in the future.  
  
However, two things need saying about this 
problem. One is that all the time people do take 
steady action to cope with the long term. For 
instance, some people take out life insurance. 
Some people take out pensions, and unions fight 
for pensions. People save money in case they lose 
their job or want to buy a house. People stay in 
school or college for many years because they 
think it will get them a better life.  

Ordinary people, all the time, make plans that will 
come to fruition in ten or twenty years. Of these, 
having children is usually the most important. 
  
So the problem is not really that people cannot act 
with the long term in mind. It is that politicians and 
governments often think short term. That means 
the rest of us have got used to thinking short term 
when it comes to public policy, while thinking long 
term about our lives.  
  
The other problem with thinking about climate 
change long term is that it conceals the short term. 
In much of the world climate change is here now. 
  
The climate activist Bill McKibben says that every 
time people speak of the effects of climate change 
on our grandchildren, they imply that we and our 
children will be all right. This has two effects. One 
is to minimise the relationships between climate 
change and what we are seeing now – floods, 
drought, hurricanes, tornadoes, rising food prices, 
and so on. The other effect is to postpone action. 
  
There are three reasons for making action long 
term. One is 'sunk investment' – the life a plane, a 
ship or power station is 30 or 40 years. If the rules 
of energy use change before then, whoever owns 
those expensive things loses their money.  
  
The second reason is that it is cheaper to do a little 
bit year by year. Not cheaper for workers or unions 
– massive action on climate change would mean 
many more jobs for us. Just cheaper for the rich. 
  
The third reason to postpone action to the far 
future is that you don't want to take action. 
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