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If we deny reality can we reach social inclusion?  

 

• A socially inclusive society must be based on reality  

• Humanity is dependent on nature to survive. If we damage the ecosystem services on 

which we rely then our society suffers  

• A world in which 18-35% of species may go extinct, where food production and water 

availability decline, where sea level rise means 100’s of millions of people become 

climate refugees is not conducive to social equity or social inclusion  

• Therefore denial is a major issue in blocking humanity from reaching a socially 

inclusive society.  

 

Denier = denialist = contrarian  

 

We use ‘denier’ in ‘Climate Change Denial’ as it accepts how  common denial actually is. We 

don’t  need to create a new word ‘denialist’ for  something so common in humanity =  denial  
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What is denial? Is it skepticism?  

 

• The Oxford English Dictionary definition of a skeptic is:  

 

‘A seeker after truth; an inquirer who has not yet arrived at definite conclusions’  

 

• Genuine skepticism in science is one of the ways that science progresses  

• Denying multiple coherent sources of research on CC is not skepticism but denial  

• Denial and skepticism are really opposites – skeptics seek the truth, deniers deny it.  

 

 

Denial is common  

 

• Cohen (2001) notes this unexplained phenomenon is a ‘product of the sheer complexity 

of our emotional, linguistic, moral and intellectual lives’  

• We deny some things as they force us to confront change. We deny others as they are 

just too painful  

• Zerubavel (2006) says denial is inherently delusional and inevitably distorts one’s sense 

of reality  

• People get upset when their self-delusional view of the world is challenged. Many 

indeed cherish their ‘right to be an ostrich’.  

 

 

 

What is going on?  

 

• In Norway, the percentage saying they were ‘very much worried’ about climate change 

declined steadily from 40% in 1989 to less than 10% in 2001  

• In Australia in 2007 the Lowy Institute reported that 75% of those surveyed thought 

climate change was very important. In 2009 it was 56%, in 2011 it is 46%  

• How can this be?  

 

 

The long history of denial  

 

• No problem with destruction of wilderness (Wise Use movement)  

• No problem with DDT and other chlorinated hydrocarbon pesticides  

• No problem with nuclear winter  

• No problem with tobacco  

• No problem with acid rain  

• No problem with hole in ozone layer  

• No problem with biodiversity crisis  

• No problem with climate change  

 

 DO YOU SEE A TREND?  
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Do we let denial prosper?  

 

• Fear of change. Conservatism is negatively related to pro-environmental attitudes, 

especially among political elites  

• 75% of US Democrats believe humans cause climate change, but among Republicans it 

is only 19%  

• Conservative ideological view is free market = liberty and environmental regulation = 

attack on liberty  

• Failure in environmental ethics and values – e.g. regarding intrinsic value of nature  

• Fixation on economics/ society and not ecosystems  

• The media – loves controversy, and ‘balance as bias’.  

 

 

Psychological types of denial  

 

• Literal denial - The assertion that something is not true – e.g. claims by fossil fuel 

companies that climate change is not happening  

• Interpretive denial - Facts not denied but given different interpretation. Jargon used to 

confuse – ‘Collateral damage’ rather than killing civilians. Political ‘spin’ is one type of 

interpretive denial  

• Implicatory denial - Not denying climate change per se, rather a failure to transform it 

into social action.  

• People have access to information, accept it as true, yet choose to ignore it.  

 

 

Implicatory denial – how we delude ourselves  

 

• Most common in the public, CC is accepted but fails to be converted into action  

• ‘Distraction’ an everyday form of denial. We worry, ‘switch off’ and shift our attention 

to something else  

• We can ‘de-problematise’ CC by rationalising that ‘humanity has solved these sort of 

problems before’  

• We can ‘distance ourselves’ by rationalising ‘it’s a long way off’  

• We can ‘Blame-shift’, where we blame others, such as the US, industry, or the 

Developing World.  

 

 

Twisted language of denial  

 

• ‘Junk Science’ is applied by deniers to mainstream peer-reviewed science. Deniers 

speak of ‘sound science’ yet do not proceed through peer-review.  

• So called ‘Climategate’ twisted meaning, e.g. Prof Jones email said:  

 

 ‘I've just completed Mike's Nature trick of adding in the real temps to each series for 

the last 20 years (i.e. from 1981 onwards) and from 1961 for Keith's to hide the  

decline’.  
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‘Decline’ is a decline in tree ring growth (not temperature!) and the ‘trick’ is a statistical ‘trick 

of the trade’, not a trick to fool the public.  

Rebutting Misinformation  

 

Pitfalls in rebutting myths  

 

• The ‘backfire effect’  

• Debunking myths makes them more familiar. This can lead to reinforcing of myths  

• Solution: emphasis on facts, not myth  

 

 

The key to effective rebuttal  

 

• Misinformation is difficult to dislodge  

• People think in stories, narratives & metaphors  

• Solution: replace myths with an alternative narrative  

 

 

5 characteristics of denial  

 

• Cherry picking  

• Fake Experts  

• Impossible Expectations  

• Misrepresentations & logical fallacies  

• Conspiracy Theories  

 

 

Cherry picking – world stopped warming in 1998  

 

• Denial claim = Global warming stopped in 1998  

• Reality = Better analysis found recent warming was higher than shown and the  hottest 

years on record were 2005 and 2010. Most warming goes into the oceans 

  

 

Cherry picking – hockey stick broken  

 

• Denial Claim = Hockey Stick caused by poor statistics.  

• Reality = NCAR used many different statistical  techniques and confirmed that the 

temperatures over  the last few decades are unprecedented over at least the  last 600 

years.  

 

 

Cherry picking – it’s the Sun  

 

• Denial Claim = The Sun causes global warming  

• Reality = The Sun has shown a slight cooling trend since 1960, over the same period 

that global temperatures warmed .  
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Logical fallacies – climate has changed in the past  

 

• Denial claim = ‘climate has changed naturally in the past and therefore current climate 

change must be natural’  

• Reality = Argument is logically flawed, akin to saying  ‘forest fires have occurred naturally 

in the past so any  current fires must be natural’. Independent studies  show net climate 

feedback is positive. When past  climate change is cited to refute the human influence  on 

global warming, this ignores the science that showed  net positive feedback that then further 

warmed the  Earth. Past climate change thus provides evidence that  human actions will 

affect climate now  

 

 

Fake experts 

 

• Denial claim = “The Oregon Institute of Science and Medicine, the OISM, released the 

names of some 31,478 scientists who signed a petition rejecting the claims of human-

cased global warming.” 

Dana Rohrabacher, Republican Congressman 

 

• Reality = Only less than 0.1% had a degree in climate science, however … 97 out of 

100 practising climate experts think humans are causing global warming. 

 

 

Summary for rebutting misinformation  

 

Two keys in responding to climate misinformation:  
 

• Lead with positive facts  

• Supply a narrative of how the argument misleads  
 

Download these rebuttals at:  

http://sks.to/slides  

 

Assess CC denial arguments  

 

• CC denial arguments will keep coming – so assess them  

• What sort of argument is it? Is it suggesting conspiracy? Is it twisting language?  

• Is it a fake expert with no expertise in climate science?  

• Does it demand impossible expectations, such as requiring 100% proof?  

• Is it a logical fallacy?  

• Does it cherry pick the evidence?  

• Assess what the argument relies on, is it logical, does it consider all the many 

independent strands of scientific evidence ?  
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In Summary  

 

• Denial is common, a very human trait, but it is a delusion  

• When it threatens ecosystems/ society it is a pathology  

• Denial is a barrier to reaching a socially inclusive society  

• We need to acknowledge the elephant in the room. We now talk about climate change, 

but we still deny it  

• If we confront denial, the elephant will shrink  

• ‘We the people’ are part of the problem so we need to be part of the solution  

• Human-caused CC can be solved, it’s not hopeless, but we need to stop denying the 

problem now. 


