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The Idea of Climate Change as a Belief System

Why Climate Activism Resembles a Religious Movement

The idea of climate change has been enforced by its similarities with belief systems. It may come

as a surprise to scientists, the media and climate activists participating in climate change discussions

that they are unconsciously following models rooted in belief systems.
These models include an emphasis on existential anxiety and the

public expression of commitments. The discussions around the severity

of climate change and individual sacrifices through everyday moral choices,
however, show that addressing climate change may require a shift of focus
from political leadership to more grassroots activism.
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The Idea of Climate Change

The rise of climate change in public consciousness has prompt-
ed scholars to analyse climate change as an idea that is changing
society in novel ways and, in turn, being changed by the society’s
perceptions and representations of, and responses to, climate
change (Hulme 2010). The scholarly work on the idea of climate
change has included analysis of its media representation, cultur-
al responses and ethical and moral dimensions of climate change
(e.g., Hulme 2009, Boykoff 2011, Jaspal et al. 2012). We argue that
the discussions on climate change influence public opinion and
action in the same way as belief systems gain popularity and mass
support. The secular individuals and communities who take part
in spreading the idea of climate change are unconsciously follow-
ing the models deeply rooted in belief systems — this may be par-
ticularly unsettling to them. Yet, the modus operandi of the spread
of the climate change idea follows models that are similar to the
spread of belief systems.! As Noble (1997) points out, the secula-
rist polemic since the 18" century Enlightenment has created an
artificial divide between the “religious” and the “secular” when
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in fact religious concepts may be central to seemingly secular
human societies.

Research on the evolution of belief systems suggests that they
may have evolved as a byproduct of cognitive, emotional or psy-
chological mechanisms characteristic of the human mind and are
integral part of its make-up (Atran 2002, Boyer 2003). Atran and
Norenzayan (2004) identify four themes that are common to be-
lief systems:

1. belief in supernatural concepts (gods, goddesses, ghosts);

2. emphasis on existential anxiety (death, disease, catastrophe);

3. public expressions of commitments (offerings of goods,
property, time);

4. institutionalised rituals that originate from co-ordination
of 1,2 and 3 above (congregation, ceremonial gatherings,
intimate fellowship).

Atran and Norenzayan (2004, p. 714) suggest that these themes
form a working framework that “delimits a causally interconnect-
ed set of pancultural phenomena”. This engagement with the be-
lief systems framework (Atran 2002, Boyer 2003, Atran and Nor-
enzayan 2004) helps us to illuminate a different side of climate
change by examining each of these themes in the context of the
discussions on climate change. We further argue that the simi-
larities between climate change and belief systems may in fact be
its strength because they help spread the idea of climate change,
influence public opinion and trigger public action in just the same
ways as belief systems gain popularity and mass support — with

1 Our use of the term “belief system” as opposed to religion is deliberately
broad and encompasses mainstream, alternative, indigenous and other
spiritual faiths.
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the complement that mitigating climate change may require more
grassroots activism than political leadership.

Similarities between the Climate Change
Discourse and Belief Systems

Supernatural Concepts

Concepts beyond experienced nature are often attributed to ob-
jects that have unordinary properties but have close physical re-
semblance to ordinary objects (Cornwell et al. 2004). In many cul-
tures gods and goddesses who are similar to humans in appear-
ance, also possess some unusual qualities that humans do not
(Schoen 1990). Equally, demons, ghosts or spirits also take human-
like forms and are believed to possess extraordinary powers (Gil-
more 2003). In many traditional societies, weather and climate are
considered the domain of gods or spirits whom humans may seek
to influence but have no ultimate control over (Strauss and Orlove
2003). All these concepts attempt to explain phenomena beyond
experienced nature. As Atran and Norenzayan (2004, p. 8) point
out, “supernatural agents are readily conjured up because natu-
ral selection has trip-wired cognitive schema for agency detection
in the face of uncertainty”. Such supernatural concepts are also
used to describe the phenomenon of climate change: scholars of-
ten refer to a statement attributed to the well-known climate sci-
entist, Wallace Broeker, that expresses a similar sentiment: “The
climate system is an angry beast and we are poking at it with sticks”
(e.g., Hulme 2009, p. 14, Weitzman 2012, p. 221, Bauman 2014,
p- 70). The phrase “angry beast” invokes an animistic concept
to describe the relational and agentic context of climate change,
wherein humans perturb a powerful being, which responds in
force. What is interesting is the shared subtext between many tra-
ditional societies’ views of climate as the “domain of spirits and
gods” and the scientists’ metaphor of “angry beast”, both of which
describe natural phenomena in terms of supernatural concepts,
animism and agency.

Emphasis on Existential Anxiety

Sociological history of belief systems suggests that doomsday sto-
ries, which put emphasis on people’s existential anxiety, are com-
mon in traditional societies (Friedrich 1986). Many Western cul-
tures rooted in Christianity have also been fascinated with end-
of-the-world scenarios (Chandler 1993). Doomsday stories have
captured people’s imagination throughout history, with numer-
ous dates being proffered for the end of the world (Wojcik 1996).
Boyer (2003) argues that the possibility of death is a powerful force
in shaping many belief systems because mortality produces strong
emotions such as fear, scare or terror which the promise of life
after death then offers to allay. Belief systems have arguably ap-
propriated people’s existential anxiety, a fundamental character-
istic of human mind, to communicating a certain world view.
Similarly, the emphasis on existential anxiety is seen by journal-
ists as an effective tool in communicating the severity of climate
change (e. g., Boykoff 2011, Butler et al. 2011, Jaspal et al. 2012),
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just as many belief systems have communicated a certain world
view through doomsday stories.

Offerings and Sacrifices

Offerings and sacrifices in many traditional societies involve fore-
going one’s own possessions to placate a religious deity. Seen as
“gifts” to gods, which are made in the spirit of charitable dona-
tion, Van Baal (1976, p. 178) suggests that such acts of giving form
“real and effective means of communication, cementing together-
ness and confirming security” in social groups. Acts of such char-
itable offerings are ways of participating in social groups as a mem-
ber who is committed to the group’s cause. Such offerings and
sacrifices also have moral connotations because, as Hubert and
Mauss (2003, p. 93) argue, they “modify the condition of the mor-
al person” or of the objects that the person is concerned about.
The acts of offerings and sacrifices are increasingly becoming com-
mon in discussions on climate change. For example, the reduc-
tion of carbon footprints often involves giving up or curtailing ac-
tions that emit CO,. In some sections of society, reducing CO,
emissions has become a moral pursuit and these moral connota-
tions to climate change concerns have given rise to a whole new
lexicon, which Koteyko et al. (2010) refer to as “creative carbon
compounds”, some of which have strong moral connotations, for
example, carbon detox, carbon guilt or carbon morality. Simulta-
neously, popular literature has sprung up on low-carbon lifestyles,
cities are driving their infrastructures towards low-carbon transi-
tion, and climate activists organise worldwide protest marches
(figure 1, p. 96). Carbon Rationing Action Groups (CRAGs), for ex-
ample, have started in North America and the United Kingdom
(Howell 2009). Individuals in these groups act together to reduce
their own as well as their group’s collective carbon footprint by set-
ting annual emissions targets and then tracking them over time.
The development of such self-rationing schemes for the mitiga-
tion of climate change involves giving up certain lifestyle choices
as a means of making an offering for a common cause and also
involves significant sacrifices toward specific eco-ethical ends.

Institutionalised Rituals

Rappaport (1999), in his landmark work on the evolution of be-
lief systems, considers rituals as one of the main components of
belief systems. He argues that rituals, through collective partici-
pation in symbolic action, connect realms of experience and feel-
ing that may become disconnected in day-to-day routine. The
Oxford English Dictionary defines performance of ritual acts as “re-
peated actions or patterns of behaviour having significance with-
in a particular social group” (OED 2010). Such social actions to-
wards communitarian goals need not be supported by religious
rituals per se; they can be bolstered by secular ones of similar so-
cial and symbolic calibre. In both cases, social gatherings, which
often are prerequisite for performing rituals, force individuals out
of their day-to-day pursuits and create the possibility of a conect-
ed society interested in the greater common good. Thus, people’s
individual actions for reducing CO, emissions, informed by the
science of climate change, and reinforced by the media represen-
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tation of climate change, can manifest in institutionalised rituals
— gatherings, meetings or protests — which arguably have consid-
erable social significance to the members of climate action groups.
Furthermore, the rapidly growing movement of climate change
groups at local and community levels has become increasingly
interested in forming networks with other such groups in order
to rally a greater support for their cause. The Low Carbon Commu-
nities Network?, for example, defines their mission as to encour-
age the adoption of low-carbon and zero-carbon technologies and
lifestyles at a community level, and to enable groups engaged in
this to be as effective and efficient as possible. This network is ac-
tive in organising and advertising conferences and meetings of
low-carbon communities around the United Kingdom, including
gatherings, meetings or protests. Such communities provide ac-
ceptance, legitimacy and support to individual efforts whilst also
encouraging more individuals to join them and to contribute to
a collective change in behaviour (Heiskanen et al. 2010). Institu-
tionalised rituals are therefore an important factor in the socie-
tal spread of the idea of climate change and public response to
and action on it.

2 www.lowcarboncommunities.org

Climate Change Myths

Climate change can be viewed as stories or myths that “embody
fundamental truths underlying our assumptions about everyday
or scientific reality” (Thompson and Rayner 1998, p. 160). Hulme
(2009) has elaborated climate change myths which also resonate
with the four themes common to belief systems. Borrowed from
Judeo-Christian mythology Hulme’s myths include “Lamenting
Eden”, “Presaging Apocalypse”, “Celebrating Jubilee”, and “Con-
structing Babel”. They adopt biblical metaphors to associate hu-
man emotions of nostalgia, fear, justice and pride with the discus-
sions on climate change. There are similarities between the four
themes common to belief systems and the four myths of climate
change. The idea of climate change is rooted in the nostalgia for
“pristine” climate, quite like that of the Garden of Eden, the orig-
inal benchmark to describe pristineness. Media reportage of cli-
mate change often uses the metaphor of apocalypse playing with
people’s innate fears. It has been supposed that the environmen-
talists may exaggerate the risks and hazards to humans because
of the failure of governments and intergovernmental organisa-
tions to act on environmental issues. The idea of climate change
has ethical and moral connotations to many. As Hulme (2009) sug-
gests, in people’s minds carbon emissions are equated to sin and

(VWA Are faith groups natural allies of climate change activists through a shared belief system? Buddhist monks taking part in People’s Climate March on

September 21,2014, in Brooklyn, New York.
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reducing emissions a form of repentance. The framework of sin
and repentance is found in belief systems around the world, and
offerings and sacrifices are often used as a means for repentance.
Therefore, in pursuit of jubilee — the idea of justice and freedom
for fellow human beings — people are prepared to make such sac-
rifices as reducing their own CO; emissions so as to prevent cli-
mate change. The motivation is perhaps initiated by a confident
belief in human ability to control nature. Actions range from tech-
nologically intensive solutions such as geo-engineering to se-
quester carbon in oceans (Lovelock and Rapley 2007), to individu-
al management of carbon footprints by low-carbon communities
(Heiskanen et al. 2010). Hulme (2009) refers to this as “Construct-
ing Babel” — a mythical tower reaching up to heaven.?

The Interconnectedness and Interdependence of
Climate Change Actors

The four themes common across belief systems can be demon-
strably identified in the discussions on climate change and they
broadly correspond with Hulme’s (2009) four myths of climate
change. We argue that the interconnected and interdependent na-
ture of the four themes makes climate change an environmen-
tal issue that has risen substantially in public consciousness and
imagination (also see Butler et al. 2011). To analyse this intercon-
nectedness, we attribute each of these themes, principally, but not
exclusively, to an actor:
B supernatural concepts to scientists who model the
climate system, make and test predictions,
B emphasis on existential anxiety to media who communicate
the severity of climate change,
m offerings and sacrifices to individuals who make
ethical and moral choices in their everyday lives, and
® institutionalised rituals to communities who form collectives
and groups to trigger public action on climate change.

The interaction between these four actors arguably helps to prop-
agate the idea of climate change in a fashion similar to the spread
of belief systems.* Each of the four actors — scientists, media, in-
dividuals, communities — plays a certain role in the discussions
on climate change. While scientists generate knowledge about
climate change, media and activists play a leading role in commu-
nication of the idea of climate change and its human implications.
Individuals are active in taking action on climate change, while
communities reinforce, network and amplify individual actions
and their consequences. These interactions arguably reinforce and
propagate the idea of climate change as a consequential but af-
fectable force, leading to broad-based public support for a move
against the established cultural, political and social systems. The
four actors identified here — scientists, media, individuals, com-
munities — act within this broad context. This backdrop makes
the discussion on climate change especially intense and profound,
drawing interest from a large number of people and a variety of
actors.
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Conclusions

Climate change has become the most prominent environmental
issue of the 215t century and it has galvanised public support for
many other environmental issues including, but not limited to,
agriculture and food security, biodiversity conservation, defores-
tation, desertification, land degradation, and poverty alleviation.
However, when it comes to the intergovernmental agreements
on legally binding targets for the reduction in carbon emissions,
the political process has been disappointingly slow and frustrat-
ing. Our analysis of climate change as a belief system suggests
that addressing climate change may require a shift of focus to a
very different level and through the grassroots actors rather than
political leaders. The interconnected and interdependent interac-
tion between the actors we identify will mediate — quite indepen-
dent of the political process — the spread of the idea of climate
change in a fashion similar to the spread of religious beliefs. Al-
though this may be particularly unsettling to the predominantly
secular actors of climate change we argue that this mode of spread
will help to influence public opinion and further action on climate
change.

This research has benefited from discussions with K. Hammond, S. Pile,

G. Revill, J. Smith and other members of Open Space Research Centre at the
Open University; and comments from S. Fredericks, M. Hulme, C. Rutte and
B. Taylor. We also thank an anonymous reviewer for very helpful suggestions.
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