
 

In the face of chaos, why are we so
nonchalant about climate change?

October 19 2021, by Tom Pettinger

  
 

  

We can’t afford to overlook the effects of a worsening climate. Credit:
ELG21/Pixabay

The dire state of the planet's health was unambiguously demonstrated by
the UN's climate body, the IPCC, when it sounded a "code red" for
humanity in its latest report.

Yet public involvement in environmental activism has consistently
remained muted, particularly in the wealthier nations most responsible
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https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-58130705
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/the-rise-of-climate-change-activism/
https://eos.org/articles/global-north-is-responsible-for-92-of-excess-emissions#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20and%20European,atmospheric%20commons%2C%20new%20research%20argues.&text=In%20total%2C%20the%20Global%20North,of%20excess%20global%20carbon%20emissions


 

for the destruction of the environment.

In the UK, for example, peaceful protest by environmentalist groups like
Extinction Rebellion tends to be opposed more than it's supported. This
is despite the limited disruption these groups cause in comparison to the
extreme disruption already produced and threatened by climate
breakdown, such as extreme droughts, wildfires and tropical storms.

Recent protests blocking British motorways to call for the government to
insulate homes have been met not with policy reform but with outrage
and proposals to increase police power to arrest protesters.

Of course, such protests frustrate commuters and those visiting relatives
in hospital—it would be surprising if they didn't. But it's curious that the
annoyance of those commuters stokes far more media attention and
outrage than the 150,000 yearly deaths occurring from the very thing
being protested.

The dangers of consistent government inaction on climate are undeniably
more dangerous than those posed by protest.

So why do so many people oppose the call for change in the face of a 
sixth mass extinction? Why is there resignation, rather than resistance?

Climate nonchalance

I believe that "affect theory"—a concept from political science that
connects emotion and experience with political action—can help us
make sense of the gap between our knowledge and what we do with that
knowledge.

And I think that the lack of widespread mobilization is borne, not from
outright climate denial, but rather from a more insidious climate apathy:
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https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/explore/not-for-profit/Extinction_Rebellion?content=all
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/grid2021_idmc.pdf#page=42
https://ieefa.org/top-australian-climate-scientist-says-planet-is-deep-into-the-trajectory-towards-collapse-of-society/
https://climate.nasa.gov/effects/
https://climate.nasa.gov/effects/
https://uk.news.yahoo.com/motorists-insulate-britain-climate-change-protesters-block-m25-junctions-102055907.html
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/oct/05/priti-patel-to-enable-police-to-stop-disruptive-protesters-going-to-demos
https://www.who.int/heli/risks/climate/climatechange/en/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/2021-progress-report-to-parliament/
https://phys.org/tags/climate/
https://ieefa.org/top-australian-climate-scientist-says-planet-is-deep-into-the-trajectory-towards-collapse-of-society/
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature09678
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/475025
https://phys.org/tags/political+science/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g09x4q
https://phys.org/tags/political+action/


 

what might be called "climate nonchalance".

This nonchalance—recognizing the impending collapse of our world and
shrugging our shoulders—is made possible only by a profound
separation between the comfortable lifestyles of the privileged and the 
consequences of those lifestyles elsewhere: including increased death
rates, frequent exploitation and environmental displacement for the less
privileged.

  
 

  

Concerns about climate change among UK citizens between 2012 and 2019 have
increased. Credit: UK Government
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https://www.economist.com/business/2019/02/21/business-and-the-effects-of-global-warming
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-24487-w
https://www.eli.org/migration#:~:text=People%20can%20experience%20environmental%20displacement,desertification%20and%20sea%20level%20rise


 

Regions of the world emitting most carbon, such as western Europe and
the US, are projected to be least effected by shifts in global climate. The
vast majority of UK citizens, for example, have not yet been displaced
by drought, flooding or other extreme weather events.

Yet this is a position not equally enjoyed across the world. The
population of Bangladesh, for instance, is particularly vulnerable to
climate change, with 30 million people set to become climate refugees if
and when sea levels rise by one meter.

And while global concerns about climate change have grown over the
last few years, this does not appear to be proportionately translated into
action.

A 2019 IPSOS survey showed that in the UK, while a significant
majority of respondents reported being concerned about the
environment, only a third had changed their shopping habits as a result
of climate concerns. And just 7% had either written to or tweeted a
political representative about environmental issues. The same
percentage, only 7%, had engaged in any climate campaigning at all.

Affect theory

Affect theory suggests that we are spurred into action when we
personally experience the effects of something.

Surveys show those who consider themselves affected by climate change
are more likely to show greater concern for the environment. Those who
are more concerned, in turn, generally show more support for disruptive
protests.

Experiencing an event like a severe flood produces a different response
than merely hearing of one, even when we cognitively perceive that a
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https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/7/29/eabe4342
https://phys.org/tags/extreme+weather+events/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2008/400990/IPOL-CLIM_ET(2008)400990_EN.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/18/a-look-at-how-people-around-the-world-view-climate-change/
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-02/ipsos-omnibus-environmental-impact-poll-feb-2020-tables.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2021/09/17/six-ten-brits-oppose-climate-change-protesters-blo
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-02/ipsos-omnibus-environmental-impact-poll-feb-2020.pdf
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/how-climate-change-making-record-breaking-floods-new-normal
https://etd.library.emory.edu/concern/etds/cz30pt817?locale=it


 

disaster elsewhere may ultimately affect us.

However, people in countries like the UK are currently largely
unaffected by the immediate, extreme consequences of ecological
breakdown. This disconnect makes it significantly harder for them to
perceive the scale of this threat and to act proportionately.

But in light of warnings of ecological and societal breakdown, it's
imperative that our outrage is directed proportionately. We should
support climate action that might not benefit us in the short term, and
pressure politicians to tax aviation fuel, to invest in renewable
technologies and to rethink our culture of consumption.

We must move from nonchalance to action if we are to protect both our
planet and those already living with the consequences of a collapsing
world.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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