
ROUNDTABLE: THE FACTS, FICTIONS, AND FUTURE OF CLIMATE CHANGE

Moral Collapse in a Warming
World
Clive Hamilton

Inhis definitive book A Perfect Moral Storm, ethicist Stephen Gardiner argues

that the way forward in a climate-changed world is so difficult in part

because we “do not yet have a good understanding of many of the ethical

issues at stake in global-warming policy.” We remain confused about such vital

questions as who should take responsibility for the current condition, how to pre-

serve equity between generations, and how best to think about our responsibility

toward nonhuman animals. The resistance of governments to taking action,

attempts by various players to throw sand in the eyes of the public, and specious

arguments used to justify an unwillingness to do what is necessary all add to our

moral bafflement.

But is it really so hard for us to know what we should do? The science is very

clear: to avoid dangerous global warming the nations of the world must begin

immediately to reduce their emissions and continue to do so rapidly. Before the

 Copenhagen conference, a group of eminent scientists reevaluated the sci-

ence of climate change and concluded that to have a good chance of limiting glob-

al warming to not more than  degrees Celsius, developed countries would need to

cut their greenhouse gas emissions by  percent by  with large reductions

from developing countries following in later periods.

This was the task, and it would not have been too difficult, given the will, to

work out how much each developed economy needed to commit to on the

basis of some fairly straightforward ethical principles. We already had a widely

agreed upon set of principles to guide global action, as embedded in the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, which has been rat-

ified by virtually all nations. The Kyoto Protocol elaborated on these principles

and was likewise agreed to by all nations at the  conference, including the
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United States. However, in a display of bad faith, the United States (and, for a

time, Australia) later reneged on its commitment and refused to ratify the treaty.

Carbon emissions have now accumulated to the point where avoiding warming

by  degrees Celsius is impossible. Even under optimistic assumptions about the

speed with which countries might respond, it now seems likely that the world will

warm by  degrees Celsius or more, which will transform the conditions of life on

the planet and result in catastrophes. Even the overly cautious analysis of the

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) cannot disguise these facts.

Indeed, we know with certainty what must be done to avoid enormous harm, par-

ticularly to poor and vulnerable people—a task rendered less onerous by the fact

that all economic studies show that the transition to a low-carbon energy system

could be achieved at modest cost. Rather than creating a perfect storm, the ethical

winds blow strongly in one direction. It is true, as Gardiner writes, that the debate

is plagued by moral corruption—“the subversion of our moral discourse to our

own ends”—yet moral corruption prevails not because the situation is inherently

murky, but because confusion has been deliberately sown, and because the public

and political representatives have welcomed reasons to shirk their ethical

obligations.

There are three kinds of actors in this process of subversion: those who tell the

lies, those who repeat the lies, and those who allow themselves to be seduced by

the lies.

Those Who Tell Lies

Moral confusion has been created by a well-funded and clever campaign, launched

in the s, aimed at casting doubt on the science of climate change. The strategy

was developed in the United States, implemented by conservative think tanks, and

funded largely by fossil fuel interests. The history of this campaign and its effects

have now been carefully documented and explained. Recently, the vast sums of

“dark money” that continue to flow into the denial machine have been document-

ed by Robert Brulle. The campaign has been highly effective and has since been

exported to other countries. In the s a U.S. citizen’s views on global warming

were influenced mostly by attentiveness to the science; now, one can make a good

guess at an American’s opinion on global warming by identifying his or her views

on abortion, same-sex marriage, and gun control. The campaign to deny climate

science turned global warming into a battleground in a wider culture war. Thus,
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surveys in the United States show that among those who dismiss climate science,

three-quarters describe themselves as “conservative” and only  percent as “liberal”

(with the rest self-identifying as “moderate”).

The tactics used by think tanks, corporations, and foundations in the climate

science denial movement have been exposed in a large number of books and

articles, sometimes based on the release of secret documents to courts. These tac-

tics include communicating to the public statements that are flagrantly untrue;

cherry-picking data from climate science papers and reports to give an erroneous

impression of their results or to undermine their validity; hiding the sources of

funding to think tanks that carry out work that discredits climate science; creating

front groups in order to conceal their backers and intentions; sullying the reputa-

tions of sincere scientists; and intimidating and threatening scientists and others

who speak out, with a view to driving them from the public debate. These tactics

involve deception, misinformation, and coercion, all of which are ethically repre-

hensible. Yet when something of immense importance is at stake—and what could

be more important than the survival of the most vulnerable of the Earth’s citizens

in the face of famine, flood, and epidemic—we owe an absolute allegiance to the

truth, and must put aside any ideological or financial discomfort that the truth

may raise. Hiding this truth is the essential moral failing of those who deny the

science of climate change.

Those Who Repeat Lies

In addition to those who manufacture lies and engage in various deceitful strate-

gies to undermine climate science, there are some who amplify the lies and con-

tribute to the smearing of scientists for political or personal reasons. Collectively,

they are sometimes known as the “echo chamber,” and include newspaper editors

and columnists, prominent bloggers, politicians, and influential public figures.

Such people of course claim to be speaking the truth. Reading their contribu-

tions to the debate, one is struck by their absolute conviction that their stance

is the only ethically defensible one. As in all instances where an understanding

of a complex issue requires advanced expertise, those without training must decide

not what to believe but who to believe. In this case we are obliged to accept the

verdict of those most qualified to deliver it, that is, those recognized within the

community of scientists as the experts with the best knowledge and insight.

That status is achieved through successful participation in the system of
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peer-reviewed research published in professional journals. A recent analysis of the

peer-reviewed scientific literature found that among abstracts expressing a posi-

tion on anthropogenic global warming,  percent endorsed the consensus posi-

tion that humans are causing global warming. Yet some prominent individuals

with no expertise whatsoever deem themselves capable of overruling the consen-

sus of a vast body of scientific research to prosecute a set of beliefs that have been

rejected by every scientific academy in the world and have been systematically de-

bunked by legitimate scientists.

The prominent Australian Cardinal George Pell—recently appointed to a senior

administrative position in the Vatican—is an interesting case. In various speeches

and newspaper articles Pell has condemned established science and reproduced

manifestly untrue claims made by people with no credibility as climate scientists

and who are unwilling to submit their claims to the established processes of pro-

fessional review. In making his various claims he nowhere cites, or indicates that

he has read, the vast mass of evidence compiled, reviewed, and validated by hun-

dreds of scientists in the peer-reviewed literature and presented in the reports of

science academies from around the world. His disregard for facts leaves him mak-

ing various assertions that are not merely untrue but, for anyone with even a

casual knowledge of climate science, risible. Cardinal Pell concedes that his

entry into the climate science debate was motivated by his disdain for environ-

mentalism, which he sees as anti-human. To explain away the consensus of opin-

ion among qualified climate scientists he resorts to conspiracy theories, suggesting

that the IPCC is keeping certain statistics secret and that a “small, tight-knit group

of computer modellers” is suppressing contradictory evidence.

It should be said that, against Cardinal Pell’s fervent rejection of science, the

Catholic church has come down firmly on the side of science. A  report by

the Pontifical Academy of Sciences declared: “Humanity is changing the climate

system through its emissions of greenhouse gases and heat-absorbing particulate

pollution.” It made the ethical case strongly: “Failure to mitigate climate change

will violate our duty to the vulnerable of the Earth. . . . By acting now . . . we accept

our duty to one another and to the stewardship of a planet blessed with the gift of

life.” Pope Benedict XVI was harshly critical of those who refused to accept the

need to act, singling out “the negligence or refusal of many . . . to exercise respon-

sible stewardship over the environment.”
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Those Seduced by Lies

What about the rest of us? The influence of the campaign against climate science

and the scientists who produce it has been felt much more widely than just among

the “conservative white males” most prone to accept the claims of denialism.

The campaign would not have been as influential if it had not cast the seeds of

doubt on such fertile soil. Most members of the public, while not explicitly dis-

avowing the science of climate change, have deployed various psychological strat-

egies to remove its sting. This kind of casual denial relies on such inner

narratives as: “Environmentalists always exaggerate,” “Didn’t those leaked

Climategate emails show it’s all dodgy?,” and “I’ll worry about it when the scien-

tists make up their minds.”

Anxiety can be reduced simply by restricting exposure to upsetting information,

a form of selective disengagement. The desire to disbelieve is activated by news

outlets each time they give undue prominence to stories that create the impression

that climate scientists cannot agree or that the science is politically tainted. The

emotional impact of the scientific warnings is blunted when we persuade ourselves

that the threat is smaller than it actually is, or when we distance ourselves from it

by emphasizing the time expected to elapse before the consequences of warming

are felt. We use self-deception to good effect, telling ourselves: “Humans have

solved these sorts of problems before,” or “It won’t affect me much.”

Alternatively, we might divert attention from anxious thoughts and unpleasant

emotions by engaging in minor behavior changes (like switching to low-energy

light bulbs) that mollify feelings of helplessness or guilt.

Blame-shifting is another form of moral disengagement whereby we disavow

our responsibility for the problem or the solution, a tactic in play whenever we

hear someone say “China builds a new coal-fired power plant every week.”

Another strategy is to conjure indifference to global warming and its implications.

Apathy is typically understood as meaning the absence of feeling, but it can often

reflect a suppression of feeling that serves a useful psychological function.

Perhaps the most widespread method of avoidance is the practice of wishful

thinking. Cultivating “benign fictions” can be comforting in an often unfriendly

world, yet such fictions become dangerous delusions when they are clung to

despite overwhelming evidence. The climate debate is rife with wishful thinking,

such as the idea that “technology will save us.” Faith in carbon capture and storage

and geoengineering are prominent examples of this type of thinking. We prefer to
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remember that Martin Luther King proclaimed “I have a dream,” and do not want

to be reminded that in a more reflective mood he also wrote:

In this unfolding conundrum of life and history there is such a thing as being too late. . . .
Over the bleached bones and jumbled residue of numerous civilizations are written the
pathetic words: “Too late.”

In rich countries the panoply of psychological devices citizens use to deny, dilute,

or distance the facts of climate science serve to absolve them of moral responsibil-

ity, to avoid self-censure. This enables them to carry on with their lifestyles and

vote for governments that do not take global warming seriously. They engage in

self-deception in order to protect their hope that the future can be only an

enhanced version of the present, even though the mass of evidence indicates

that immense suffering will result if they do not change their behavior. This

kind of moral recklessness is perhaps a natural human failing, one that historically

has been overcome by strong leaders whose moral clarity brings out the best in

others. At present there is a dearth of strong leadership, and moral clarity is

lost in a fog of confusion manufactured by the morally corrupt and welcomed

by others seeking absolution.

The Duty to Truth

A minority of citizens, quite small in most countries, has faced up to the full truth

of climate change. Among scientists they include James Hansen and Kevin

Anderson. These citizens are distinguished not necessarily by a more advanced

ethical sensibility but by the fact that they do not allow themselves to use the var-

ious escape mechanisms that others have relied on. They think, and in that process

of thinking their consciences are harsh judges. Although facing up to the facts

brings them despair, they feel their first duty is not to their own contentment

but to the truth. This takes moral courage. Climate deniers like to congratulate

themselves on their courage (adopting the heroic mantle of “skeptic”), but in

truth they take the easy way out, jettisoning their commitment to scientific facts

in order to defend deeper beliefs threatened by global warming. This is a failure

of heart.

In contrast to the few who have admitted the facts, most intellectuals who

“know” the truth of climate change act as if it is merely an abstraction. Some con-

tinue to write futuristic books without mentioning that the Earth will be
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profoundly transformed by warming, as if the dire warnings of the scientific acad-

emies and any number of Nobel Prize winners are some kind of peculiar obsession

of scientists. These intellectuals are our societies’ most highly educated people,

putatively those with the deepest insights and the greatest commitment to going

where their intellect leads them. So in the climate change debate the true moral

questions do not concern what kind of actions should be taken, but why those

who should act to avert calamity have not done so. In this light, arguments

about the ethics of climate change, including assertions about their complexity

and uncertainty, may actually contribute to the fog of confusion that plays to

the desire to do nothing.

At a time when the scientific case for strong action has become unassailable,

this subversion of the moral discourse has become so pervasive that it signals a

complete moral collapse. It is not that the world is wrestling with an ethical

dilemma, searching for a resolution that will enable us to act on our desire to

respond to the warnings of climate change. Rather, as the scientific warning

bells have been rung evermore loudly, the determination to respond has been fad-

ing. Humanity’s ethical impulse has dissipated.

The collaboration of the public, those who do not share the fanaticism of the

hardline deniers, is the most worrying feature of this history. For if the citizens

of each nation were to maintain an allegiance to the truth, that is, to

Enlightenment rationality, they could demand that their governments respond

fully and forcefully to these warnings. The drift into an irreversibly hostile climate

does not reflect confusion about how to respond, but an abandonment of our

duties—to protect the world’s poorest, to protect future generations, and to protect

the Earth itself.
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